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chapter  thirty-two

opiUM proDUctioN aND coNSUMptioN iN chiNa 

the imported opium led to a whole gamut of reactions in the chinese 
societies: war, criminality, addiction, large profits to new experiments in 
law and healing practices. First, this word ‘societies’ is written on purpose 
in the plural, because in an immense country like china with its large 
ethnic, cultural, and political diversity, a fully unknown product like opi-
um must have had very different effects. hosie already reports that 
‘Mahommedans, thibetans and Mongols are not addicted to the habit, 
and not more than 1 per cent of the former are thought to be opium smok-
ers’.1 they are also inhabitants of china and, therefore, chinese. aren’t 
they? the anthropology of the chinese opium consumer would be a very 
interesting chapter in our history, but apart from the few data below, 
there is nearly nothing known at the moment about this subject.

Some compensation for this is given in the first two sections below, 
before the real production and consumption data are analyzed. in previ-
ous parts the health and medical aspects of opium use have been dis-
cussed. Some brief remarks about the traditional chinese medicine and 
western medicine in china are made for reasons of comparison to stimu-
late more relevant research: chinese medicine has become world famous 
through the acupuncture hype and the herbal basis of its prescriptions. 
But around 1900, what was its relation to western thinking about health 
and its practice? More specifically: was there some relation with opium, 
let alone heroin and other chemical derivatives from Papaver somni
ferum?

a very different aspect of the chinese reactions to the foreign imported 
opium is the moral-legal one. how did judges cope with these new habits 
which quickly captivated a million addicts with all possible conse-
quences?

So, before discussing any misunderstandings about the production and 
consumption patterns in the first half of the twentieth-century, let us look 
at the following notes on grassroots reactions to the opium problem from 
chinese medical officers and judges. 

1 a. hosie, vol. 2, p. 253, 256.
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The Healers and the Poppy

what was concluded about the european struggles between folk-healers 
and enlightenment medical science can be repeated in some sense also in 
the case of China and India (see ch. 8, 10, 13, 22 and 28). The english or 
French intruders and aggressive opium dealers were also representatives 
of this enlightenment science, and it was, therefore, no surprise that the 
opium import got unequivocal support from the Royal Commission 
(1893) thanks to its european medical members. In the most rude way, 
these medical doctors legitimated not only this socio-economic and polit-
ical assault, but violated as well the spirit and practice of the traditional 
Chinese and India health care system. 

The latter is well-known at present as Ayurvedic medicine, which uses 
opium in its prescriptions. It is, however, reported that the ‘earliest refer-
ence to its medicinal properties is in the Yogaratnakara, an Ayurvedic 
book written in Sinhala verse in the sixteenth-century.’2 At that time the 
Portuguese were in the realm, and they had the custom of bringing opium 
to kings and important people as a gift, not making a commercial profit 
from it. It could be, therefore, that the Ayurvedic scholars received the 
stuff (how much? for which kind of prescriptions?) from the Portuguese 
as one of the earliest proofs of west-east opium communication. I do not 
know whether something similar happened in Chinese medicine.

All this was similar to an assault on a health monopoly, which arose 
from the enlightenment criticism of the folk-healing or lay medicaliza-
tion in europe: this had to be eliminated to the advantage of the monop-
oly profit and status of the “people in the white uniform”. That foreigners 
introduced diseases like syphilis or opium and foreign doctors had no 
adequate treatment for them was one side of this inflated coin. That the 
latter did not bother about or understand any aspect of the indigenous 
healer theories and practices demonstrated their one-sided arrogance. As 
always, there were exceptions, but they did not influence the general atti-
tudes.

Still, like the missionaries the imported foreign medical personnel also 
in the end discovered that this Chinese snake was a bit too huge to 
 swallow; one had better get on speaking terms with it before trying to cre-
ate a performing dragon. There is no better method to do this than mak-
ing friends through the provision of health services. They must, however, 

2 C. Uragoda, p. 69 also for the following information.
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be understood as an improvement compared to the existing Chinese sys-
tem. was that the case?

The western doctors had just gained authority thanks to their new 
monopoly positions, and here in China they were backed in the end by 
the western might: until the Boxer Rising they had nothing to fear. 
however, in Ch’ing China there was a generally unfavorable attitude 
towards the medical profession, especially by the educated class.3 

The practice of medicine has been considered ‘as an avocation, a side 
occupation, or else purely a business’. The patient’s relatives and friends 
largely decide whether a prescribed medicine is ‘cooling’ or ‘heating’, suit-
able or unsuitable to the patient. The richer the family, the more doctors 
who are engaged to write a prescription and explain the supposed cause 
of the illness. Chimin wong and Lien-Teh were critical of this tradition, 
but they could not change the fact that the western alternative had the 
handicap of being based on doctors and foreigners. 

They even quote at length a long poem from around 1750, entitled 
‘Lament of Medical Practice’, as if it was still relevant in 1936 with sentenc-
es like:

having nothing to do they take to healing. what do such people know about 
the value of human life? Or that saving people is not a business proposition? 
... Before starting practice they just inquire what medicine the popular 
quacks are using and then try it on their patients. If some good results hap-
pen, they are themselves surprised ... how many innocent boys and girls, 
young husbands and wives, aged fathers and mothers have you killed? ... 
etc.4 

There were even writers who propagated the abolition of medicine. They 
did not have much influence, but it was symptomatic for a general anti-

3 For the following, K. Chimin wong, w. Lien-Teh, p. 178–193. The 1000 pages of this 
history contain a fabulous compilation of medical data of all sorts, in particular about the 
19th and early 20th-centuries. It documents in all possible detail ‘the struggle between the 
old and new forces’ (p. 159 ff.) in medical practices triggered by the arrival of western for-
eigners. Certainly, the second part is an extremely detailed who-is-who of foreign mission-
aries working in medical services after the 1850s and of physicians working after 1911. They 
died so quickly or stayed for such a short time that the book is overloaded with names! 
Apart from the establishment of many small hospitals, a few large ones and other medical 
institutions like many small opium refuges around 1900 in many places, the overall perfor-
mance of the missionaries and their doctors is not spectacular. Still, this book is rather 
unique for its data collection. nearly all Medical Colleges (national, provincial and pri-
vate) were established after 1911 (p. 795 ff.); in 1934 there were 426 hospitals with 2,086 
physicians, 4,212 nurses and 27,553 beds. Of course, about one-third of all items were 
located in Kiangsu, with cities like Shanghai and nanking (p. 814). 

4 Idem, p. 178, 179.
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western attitude (in this case) combined with an anti-medical doctor 
one. This is not different from the general attitude about medical doctors 
in europe before the enlightenment. Daumier in mid-19th-century 
France made the doctors into one of the main targets of his sharpest car-
toons thanks to their critical performance. They were the doctors who 
appeared in the european colonies! 

The emancipation of some Chinese doctors occurred through the 
adoption of western knowledge and through the relative respect or fear 
which existed for those “white devils”. Their knowledge was spread in 
China for the first time by an english medical doctor, B. hobson, who 
translated some english medical textbooks already in 1851. Very slowly, 
some Chinese took over much of the new knowledge so that with the 
establishment of the Republic (1911), radical changes occurred immedi-
ately in every walk of life: the super-powerful ‘Imperial College of Physicians 
was abolished and modern (= western) trained doctors were for the first 
time in history appointed as medical officers in the President’s office’.5 

here, the study of Dikötter on the impact of the modern medical sci-
ences is highly relevant.6 he documents in detail how a sexual revolution 
took place in a short time and mainly in all major cities. here, indeed, the 
media were the message: many sex periodicals competed with each other 
for massive profits; sophisticated marketing strategies were successfully 
developed with the effect that for a few cents new ideas could penetrate 

5 Idem, p. 159.
6 F. Dikötter (1995).

Ill. 32 ‘Quan shi jieshi dayan wen’ (essay urging the world to give up opium) 
Source: This spectacular anti-opium poster was published ca. 1895 by the Shansi Mission 

(American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions Archive). 
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also in the lower classes of society about sex education, the repressive 
position of women, marriage customs and so on. That in the same flood of 
publications the typical western quasi-medical traits of contemporary 
racial and racist studies (from eugenics to biometrics and race purifica-
tion) could also be distributed as the ultimate modern idea is the other 
side of this coin. 

Unavoidably, contradictory forces (cultural) clashed when all modern-
izing groups and movements were all more or less radical anti-western as 
in the nationalist movement.7 This dialectics of modernization resulted, 
therefore, also in the saving of much traditional Chinese medical knowl-
edge. This support was not only based in the countryside. It resulted also 
in an enormous drive to self-mobilization conflicting with all attempts to 
strengthen the uniforming power of the state. 

The victory of the CP China, Red Army and Mao did not alter this situ-
ation: that attractive, typically Chinese mixture of “old and new” resulted 
from this constellation, so that acupuncture, ginseng, massage and spe-
cific gymnastic exercises became immensely popular around the world in 
the 1960s. 

Therefore, the difference between a Chinese and a western approach 
in health matters continues to haunt world politics and economics as the 
following example demonstrates. On the 10 October 2010 Zhou Xiaochuan, 
Governor of the Chinese Central Bank, met colleagues from the western 
Central Banks in washington. he was invited to give the speech of the 
day. he is called ‘friend’ and ‘partner’ by his German colleague, and now 
Zhou aims to explain what is, in fact, a partner today. According to the 
German weekly Die Zeit, he told the meeting:

The western method is to prescribe pills, which would be able to solve a 
problem overnight. however—Zhou paused a while and smiled—he sticks 
to the Chinese healing methods in which one mixes ten herbs and waits for 
its long(er)-term effect.8

It is also based on this “mixture” that Chimin wong and Lien-Teh judge 
the opium problem as ‘one of the knottiest problems for China in the 
Modern Period’. 

7 example: After 1930 the curriculum for medical colleges starts in the first year with 
36 lectures ‘Principle of Kuomintang’. K. Chimin wong, w. Lien-Teh, p. 792. 

8 Marc Brost, Mark Schieritz in: Die Zeit, 11-11-2010, p. 26. It is a pity that the authors 
refrain to provide this answer to ‘what Zhou means by this, becomes clear two weeks 
later’ (at the G-20 conference). 
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They start their history with the usual speculation about the introduc-
tion of opium in Chinese history: it is mentioned once as an ingredient in 
a prescription in the first half of the eighth-century, a second time in a 
treatise in the tenth-century, next time in a popular work of 52 volumes 
with nearly 12,000 recipes (Pen-Ts’ao Kang-Mu or Great Herbal; 1596).9 
All this has, of course, nothing to do with their ‘knottiest problem’. 
Ultimately, the first mention of opium smoking comes from foreigners on 
Java and ‘as the Dutch controlled Formosan trade from 1624 to 1662’. In a 
Chinese publication of 1724, opium smoking, confined to a tiny part of the 
elite on the coast, is mentioned and explained for the first time: 

The confirmed opium smoker is described as black-faced, weak-voiced, 
watery-eyed, with prolapse of the bowels, and prospects of an early death.10

This characterization appears at the same time as the first known govern-
ment prohibition of opium (1729). 

A quite different story concerns the use of the poppy as capsules and 
then as an extract. This custom came from Arab merchants, partly by sea 
to Canton or overland from Burma and India. It was never widespread, 
because the poppy was grown only piecemeal. 

The most worrying for the authors is the present use of morphia injec-
tions and heroin pills (‘red pills’) which led to a suicide epidemic. A report 
by the Shantung Road Hospital (Shanghai) concerning the years 1921-1926 
mentions a total of 4,802 cases of suicide. Of these, more than half were 
patients using opium. ‘no wonder people call opium the great curse of 
China.’

The first treatments of opium addiction resulted in a remarkable coop-
eration between Chinese and western peoples. One of the latter, an 
American medical doctor and missionary, Macgowan, was inspired to this 
treatment as follows (ca. 1845):

9 K. Chimin wong, w. Lien-Teh, p. 105. The title is also written as Bencao Gangmu 
and published at nearly the same time that Paracelsus worked in europe, but much more 
relevant than this “inventor” of european homeopathy. Several similar encyclopedic proj-
ects were published before, but this one of Li Shi-chen (1518–1593) was not only a critical 
revision of them but added thousands of lesser-known recipes. About 2,000 substances 
(clearly divided into mineral, animal and plant) were discussed, including the famous gin-
seng, ‘the most celebrated plant in the Orient, on account of its root ... the cure-all ...’ 
(Idem, p. 110). The status of opium in the european pre-enlightenment medicine and folk-
healing (teriaque) was more or less comparable with that of ginseng, which is also used as 
aphrodisiac. even more comparable was ephedrine, which was well-known as a stimulant 
in Li Shi-chen’s 900 books.

10 Idem, p. 182.
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A philanthropic Chinese issued handbills where he recommended a simple 
mixture as a cure for the evil, insisting at the same time upon immediate 
and total abstinence from the drug. Because the remedy advocated was 
cheap, few trusted it. however, seeing that some success was obtained, Mac-
gowan adopted this idea and began to administer”empirical remedies, 
addressed chiefly to the imagination ... to a number of applicants”—not 
without some good results.11 

Twenty years later another American medical doctor-missionary, Barchet, 
opened a ‘homeopathic Dispensary and Opium Refuge’ at ningpo, and 
the funds for it came eventually from a government official who had 
earned much money as inspector of the opium manufacture in India. he 
felt so much guilt that he sponsored the Church Missionary Society by giv-
ing £3,000 ‘for curing opium-smokers and combating the evil in other 
ways’.12 The treatment was done with ‘anti-opium pills’ (it is a pity that no 
ingredients are mentioned) which were also sold to opium smokers. 
There was such a demand for them that it ‘threatened to lose its charita-
ble character’; a remark too pious for pious people?

As in the european and Arab traditions, the Chinese folk-healing was 
based on a natural foundation of plants, animals and minerals. Therefore, 
it could not avoid being highly suspicious of the imported chemical and 
pharmaceutical pills and recipes. The large difference with the european 
situation was, of course, that in China opium as a non-medical mass prod-
uct was introduced from outside in a military setting. From the same 
external address this autonomous product (isolated from its natural envi-
ronment or robbed of its function as one ingredient among many others) 
is used as a basis for “chemicalization”: heroin, morphine, etc. And later, 
this heroin or morphine are used in their turn as the source for other new 
products that produce new and stronger (better marketable) means to 
addict.

This procedure was also followed with another herbal product, coca 
leaves. Once it was functional within a specific ethnic, medicinal constel-
lation of Peruvian mountain tribes. when european chemists started to 

11 Idem, p. 347, 348.
12 Idem, p. 379, 433. The ‘results had not been very satisfactory’ because the missionar-

ies had not enough personnel nor buildings. The Homeopathic Dispensary was, in fact, 
opened in 1878 (Idem, p. 420). In 1868 addicts had to pay $1 ‘as security’ (Idem, p. 407), and 
ten years later this was $3 (Idem, 420). In Peking an Opium Refuge was established in 1878 
through cooperation of a Chinese Anti-opium Society and the foreign missions in the city. 
In 1878 there were 78 smokers admitted with an average stay of 28 days; the next year there 
were 68 persons sheltered (average six weeks), while 385 were treated outside (Idem,  
p. 425). 
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extract cocaine from it and sold this product on the world market, every 
link to this previous constellation was gone. And, too often, the chemists 
and pharmacists started making jokes about this previous “primitive” 
constellation, denying the medicinal or other workings of the plant (ani-
mal or mineral) basis.

The best one could expect of this east-west confrontation was demon-
strated by the Dutch-American physician Snapper, who spent a few years 
in Beijing during the Second world war (partly as a prisoner of the 
Japanese). he must have been one of the last western physicians serving 
in China. his main object of inquiry was the differences between diseases 
called “western” (in fact: new york) and “Chinese” (in fact: Beijing).13 The 
obvious discovery was that the food, the daily diet, was the main reason 
for these differences, although the Japanese occupation resulted in seri-
ous malnutrition among the majority of the population. This is not an 
ideal situation to inquire into the food comparison.

Therefore, Snapper comes to the wrong conclusion that the Chinese 
are vegetarians: that is always true if there are no animals left to eat and 
one is ill-informed about Chinese diets which vary from region to region 
anyway.14

Snapper is more skilled at telling about his actual experience with opi-
um and heroin addicts in his hospital, the Peiping Union Medical College.15 
First, he rightly emphasizes that addicted opium smokers should not be 
identified ‘with the opium and morphine addicts of the western part of 
the world’. In China, the opium smokers generally do not show the pro-
gressive degeneration of the personality which is seen in the west: opi-
um-addicted people suffer here and in the west from different diseases. 
The former can be treated safely in the common wards, which is fully 
impossible with the latter. For the Chinese he prescribes:

In these cases usually the administration of a few cc. of opium tincture or 
of a mixture containing scopolamine, pilocarpine and dionine is sufficient 
to still their craving for the opium pipe and to make them reasonably com-
fortable. Very often these patients beg to be cured of their opium habit, and 
a gradual decrease of the quantities of opium tincture given for relief of the 
craving usually suffices to eradicate the addiction.16

13 I. Snapper, chapter 1. See also an interview with him in Time, 22 December 1941: 
‘Medicine:Torments of China’.

14 About the Chinese diets in several parts of the country, see h. Derks (1999), p. 7–12.
15 For the following see I. Snapper, p. 339–342.
16 Idem, p. 339. Scopolamine is a drug isolated by a German scientist Ladenburg in 

1880; it is derived from a plant of the nightshade family and is one of the active compo-
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This prescription and treatment are completely impossible with western 
opium addicts: a morphine addict cannot be treated in a common ward, 
not even in a private room of an ordinary hospital. The patient becomes 
clinically depressed and is always in danger of committing suicide. There 
is, furthermore, the dangers of vasomotor collapse and cardiac failure, 
which is only seen in exceptional cases during the treatment of Chinese 
opium smokers. evidently, smoking opium is much less dangerous than 
consumption by mouth or injection, while opium smoking seldom lead to 
‘degeneration of the personality’. however, the patients in his hospital 
told Snapper that this degeneration could have been first and opium 
smoking secondary. 

Also in China heroin addiction poses a fully different and much more 
dangerous problem. This kind of poisoning is, according to Snapper, 

remarkably frequent here. Per year the emergency clinic ... handles about 
100 cases of acute opium poisoning. The fear of death in China is much less 
developed than in the west, and a relatively slight emotional upset is often 
sufficient, especially in girls and women, to result in suicide. In Peiping, the 
taking of opium is the favorite method of accomplishing this purpose.17

Between July 1938 and July 1940 there were 198 cases of opium poison-
ing: 41 died within 24 hours; 16 others later; only 16 recovered. what 
happened to the rest is not clear; they still needed treatment after July 
1940.

It is clear that all the (anti-)drug treatments lagged behind laboratory 
practice or microbiological and pharmaceutical research by about thirty 
years. After 1900 this backward position began to be reversed, but the tur-
moil in the country was not very supportive. In hindsight, there was, how-
ever, a remarkable advantage to this backwardness. 

In China a very long tradition of folk-healing exists with now famous 
products like ginseng (imported from the USA in the early 19th-century). 
This was accompanied by several rather sophisticated kinds of medical 

nents of products like belladonna. Pilocarpine is an antidote for scopolamine or atropine 
poisoning. Dionine is better known as ethylmorphine and, therefore, one of the many 
derivatives of opium. It was invented by Merck in 1884. See for the details the relevant 
Wikipedia articles. At the moment dionine is a product of the Ghazipur opium factory, 
which also produces codeine, morphine, narcotine or thebaine. The Ghazipur factory is 
called by BBC News ‘the world’s largest opium factory’ (2008/07/21).

17 Idem, p. 340. Snapper writes that, although he cannot affirm the curative influence 
of the drug coramin on the poisoning, this drug ‘seems to have a beneficial influence in this 
intoxication ...’ (Idem, p. 342). I can imagine why: this drug is produced from the cattle and 
pig cardiac muscle, which must be beneficial to Chinese vegetarians!
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techniques and methods. Massages, gymnastic exercises and acupunc-
ture became well-known thanks to the many international, alternative, 
social and religious movements beginning in the 1960s.18 

As TCM (“Traditional Chinese Medicine”), it has nowadays emancipat-
ed into a ‘recognized medical system in the western world’. however, the 
western branch of it does not much resemble what Chinese apothecaries 
and pharmacists present on the corners of normal Chinese streets. The 
strong herbal basis of this folk-healing and its relative present popularity 
also among western people have led to prescriptions aimed at healing 
opium or heroin addiction as well.19 

It is remarkable that in the new Peoples Republic, debates among 
Chinese medical and pharmaceutical scholars started immediately along 
the classical divide between traditional and modern. But already by the 
mid-1950s, the government ‘made a full-scale commitment to the whole-
sale acceptance and study of traditional Chinese medicine’ with ‘some 
fascinating discoveries, and has made Chinese medical practice today 
rather unique in the world’.20 A new embedding of healing methods in 
social and cultural settings was developed.

Cooperation between the several hundred thousand traditional 
Chinese herbalists and acupuncturists became absolute necessity, even 
without the positive incentives: otherwise, too many people had no med-
ical care at all. Another improvement concerns the health infrastructure. 
The barefoot doctor program and the policy of ‘the mass line’ became 

18 Two examples from many: in 2009 one in ten Australians received acupuncture 
treatment by some experts. health insurance funds offer rebates; statutory regulations 
have been implemented; acupuncture begins to integrate into mainstream health care; 
and so on. See article of C. Changli Xue et al, in: Chinese Medicine, 4 (2009). The Australian 
background of it can be traced back to the 1850s when the first Chinese immigrants arrived 
and worked in the gold fields. Acupuncture remained unregulated until 1970, when profes-
sionalization started. See for the following also www.nursegroups.com/article/traditional-
chinese-medicine.html. In 2006 a new journal Chinese Medicine (University of Macau) was 
published because since the 1990s ‘there has been a phenomenal growth of interest in 
traditional medicine knowledge and practices, which is evident in the increasing world 
health Organization (whO) activities and publications, such as Global Strategy for Tradi-
tional Medicine (2002-2005).’ editorial no. 1.

19 For instance the OhAh product (Opioid + heroin Antagonist herbs) of www.
natureproducts.net. Another example: in the American Journal of Chinese Medicine, 4 
(1976), p. 403-407, an article about the acupuncture treatment of drug addiction in Paki-
stan (Shuaib BM) describes how Professor wen’s technique of electro-acupuncture was 
used successfully for treatment of withdrawal symptoms in 19 drug abusers. especially for 
opium addicts this kind of treatment was effective: much shorter than with codeine sub-
stitution therapy, effective, simple and more economical. See www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. 

20 The article of Kenneth Levin in: G.B.Risse (ed.), p. 107.
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spectacular and well-known. Both grew out of China’s woefully inade-
quate medical facilities and poorly trained personnel. 

The barefoot doctor program has been since 1965 a highly effective tool 
to improve the health of the majority of the peasants all over this immense 
country. It is oriented to the specific diseases and illnesses common in the 
area; traditional Chinese herbal medicine and acupuncture are standard 
in this program; the medical personnel are recruited from a specific region 
and return after the training to their area. For Third world nations and for 
war situations (Vietnam), it was much more advantageous than the 
western programs, which were characterized by expensive and often 
inefficient practices, which almost never reached peasant populations 
since they were bound to cities.21 

The policy of ‘the mass line’ concerns the mobilization of the whole 
population to help the medical workers.22 The first projects were cam-
paigns to clean up the cities and eliminate the so-called “four pests”: rats, 
flies, bedbugs and mosquitoes, but in some areas also lice and grain-eat-
ing sparrows (only the latter received special attention in western news-
reels, largely making fun of the people doing this action). Other ‘mass line’ 
projects concerned community hygiene, widespread vaccination pro-
grams, and they led to the virtually complete elimination of venereal dis-
ease. These kinds of projects were probably even more important to 
create a common solidarity, in which destitute, poor or degenerate peo-
ple also found acceptance and a social task. 

For the drug addicts there were special treatment and rehabilitation 
courses in special centers from 1950 onwards. But, in my view, it was this 
general improvement of health, the health infrastructure combined with 
the traditional medicinal techniques and mass actions which eradicated 
the large-scale opium and narcotic problems. It was the first country 
which succeeded in this task; folk-healing became healing of the folk.23 

21 See the article of Paul G. Pickowicz in: G.B.Risse (ed.), p. 124–147.
22 K. Levin in: G.B.Risse (ed.), p. 109 ff. The success of the “mass line” projects was also 

favored by the new Marriage Law of 1950 in which the status of women was completely 
reversed with the passage of equal rights legislation. They constituted half of the popula-
tion which became rather satisfied.

23 The present situation falls far outside the scope of this book. now there is strong 
urbanization, individualization and increased wealth, reports are published regularly 
about a new drug addiction problem in China: it is estimated that in yunnan province 
there are annually 50–60,000 heroin addicts thanks to Burmese heroin import. More than 
50 methadone treatment clinics have been opened in yunnan. See article of Francis wade, 
16-11-2010 in www.dvb.no “Burma fueling China’s heroin crisis”. Another report says: ‘with 
drug abuse on the rise in China, there could be estimated 2.3 million drug addicts in the 
country, according to a health official’, etc. in: www.thaindian.com 26 June 2008. The same 
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The Judge and the Poppy

The heritage of the British, French and other foreigners in the coastal 
ports or the International Settlement had serious criminal aspects (see 
ch. 6 and 23). As the western foreign occupiers slowly retreated and the 
Chinese had to take their fate into their own hands, they had to cope with 
brand new problems in many respects. Solutions had to be found by trial 
and error and often under the threat of competing warlords. An impor-
tant, but not properly researched aspect was the way judges had to cope 
with the new problems. The following acquaintance with their struggle 
for justice is another introduction to the analysis of the whole internal 
Chinese opium situation at the beginning of the 20th-century. 

The starting point is the fact that nearly all previous Chinese govern-
ments (national and provincial, notwithstanding their mutual tensions) 
regularly prohibited (and prosecuted) opium criminals, fought in wars 
against foreign opium nations, opium traders, opium users or opium pro-
duction.24 Indeed, some paid only lip-service to the general norm: 
Suppress Opium! and started or continued the illicit opium business. 
except in the stories told by grandfathers and fathers, after 1911 every 
Chinese knew that this was an illegal and criminal trade. how were these 
opinions formed?

First and foremost by a huge anti-opium campaign of the national gov-
ernment before 1911. At all other Chinese levels, this triggered smaller ini-
tiatives. The judges only had to cope with the consequences. One of the 
main means through which this was done was a rather new criminal law 
practice. A Supreme Court (SC) was established by an imperial edict as a 
striking innovation (December 1906).25 After the revolution of 1911, the 

source reports a year later that ‘number of young women drug addicts escalating in 
 Beijing’ (26 June 2009). The difficulties with these reports is that their sources are not 
mentioned or are so ambiguous that they can also concern the usual secret service spam.

24 In the four volumes of h. Morse (1926), the prohibition of opium is documented 
time and again from vol. I, p. 215 onwards. For literal texts of these ‘Special edicts’ and let-
ters from the hoppo or the hong merchants in 1820 only, see h. Morse (1926), vol. III, 
p. 385–388. Their last words were often ‘Feel a cold Shiver at this’. Apparently, it made no 
impression on the eIC because the number of its ships increased year after year as Morse’s 
statistics after these edicts indicate (Idem, p. 389–398): in 1805 there were 17 eIC ships, in 
1816 already 29 and in 1820 still 23. All 311 ships had opium in the cargo apart from other 
‘western Goods’ not beloved by the Chinese. By no means were they the only foreign 
ships; many American, French, Dutch, private english or Indian vessels were involved in 
the opium smuggling.   

25 For the following including the quotations, see M. van der Valk (ed.), p. 59, 60, 63, 
64, 67, 73, 74. This is a collection of 559 rules of the SC in 1915 and 1916 in Chinese and eng-
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new constitution of nanking guaranteed the law-courts’ independence. 
They functioned remarkably well until the warlords created so much cha-
os and civil war that this innovation also perished. Therefore, the rulings 
of the SC in these two years concerning opium and its use represent a seri-
ous attempt to come to terms with this phenomenon. 

we must conclude that—quantitatively—opium cases belong here to 
the less important subjects. Apparently, the large anti-opium campaigns 
of both the imperial and early republican government must have had 
their effects. The overwhelming majority of cases concern family prob-
lems (marriage, abortion, adoption, divorce, inheritance and so on). I 
count only 18 “opium cases”. here are a few examples:

‘A substance not actually opium’ is sold for the purpose of blending it. 
how shall we deal with it? The SC told a procurator of a high Court that 
the meaning of this is too unclear: if the substance is like opium, but 
blended with other matter and falsely designated as opium, it shall be 
punished according to article X; if the substance has nothing to do with 
opium, the offense shall be punished according to article y. 

In the same month (January 1915) the question was posed of whether 
swallowing opium as a form of medicine is included under smoking. SC 
answer: smoking is not the same as taking medicine. however, if opium 
medicine is taken as a substitute for smoking, it is certainly an offense. 
The making and using of morphia (in pills) is sometimes done for the pur-
pose of withstanding ‘the craving for morphia’. what to do? asks the 
Fukien high Court, whereupon the SC answers: in all cases mention ‘the 
making of pills shall be punishable in virtue of … article ...’

The Ministry of Justice reported to the SC about a proposal to punish 
dealing in poppy seeds or keeping poppy seeds in order to deal in them. 
The difficulty was that the text of the proposal did not cover the case well 
enough. This could imply that keeping a stock, without the intent to deal, 
is always punished which is ‘in disharmony with the principle of propor-
tion between offense and punishment’. Do you, SC, agree with this inter-
pretation? This question was affirmed but, in my opinion at least, the 

lish translation. They were mostly answers to requests of provincial or local law courts 
about whether their rulings were right or wrong. They represent as such a phase in the 
development of the modernization of the whole judicial system. ‘The SC has drawn into 
the discussion a large number of factors, which formerly were quite unknown in China; 
praiseworthy, indeed, but from the point of view of the simple district-magistrate highly 
confusing. Still ... they aim at either maintaining, or supplementing, sometimes even at 
altering the written law in force …’ (p. 26). It is impossible to discuss the highly interesting 
and complicated background of this development.
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judgement was itself unclear since the necessary distinction was not 
made between possession in order to deal or to use it oneself.

The SC also created a serious problem when the Shanghai district court 
asked: ‘… Shall the smoking of opium to which a tax stamp of the Ministry 
of Finance has been attached be punishable? …’26 This time the answer 
was crystal clear: ‘… the smoking of opium is always punishable, irrele-
vant whether tax has been paid or not …’ we do not find the obvious con-
clusion that the Ministry of Finance was receiving money from criminal 
acts or, by necessity, becoming involved in criminal networks. 

Another case mentioned here concerns a Kansu peasant accused of 
illicit planting of poppy. he was contracted by A for a certain sum of mon-
ey. In turn, A contracted B for all the young poppy plants. At the time of 
the harvest, however, it was discovered that the peasant had absconded. 
Question: should A and B still be punished? The SC replied in the affirma-
tive.27 

This casuistic continues with: if somebody keeps opium in his posses-
sion, never uses it but provides another with it, without having any profit, 
who is punishable? The SC rules that the original possessor is punish-
able.28 And so on.

Because of their low number, these cases suggest that, contrary to what 
happened later in China, the opium problem is under control at this time. 
They also show that nearly every internal Chinese element of this problem 
is somehow covered by legal activities and judgments. 

This demonstration of an orderly, managed society is given in a period 
in which, according to all imperialists and their historians, China was on 
the brink of collapse, the old empire disappeared in favor of a Republic, 
and warlords started to carry out their nasty business.29 

Dikötter made an extensive study of crime and its punishment in a lat-
er period. The opium problem was not addressed in particular, but a few 
data can be illustrative for the development of this problem in the 
Republican period.

26 Idem, p. 107; p. 129 the same question is asked by the Kwangtung high Court.
27 Idem, p. 311.
28 Idem, p. 328.
29 Recently, J. Madancy published a book about this anti-opium action. I could not use 

it. See also w. willoughby, vol. II, p. 1095–1098, C. Trocki (1999a), p. 128 ff., while R.K. new-
man (1989) covers the same period and attempts to eradicate the opium production and 
traffic in an interesting way. I hope Madancy analyzed in much more detail the perfor-
mance of all parties in the opium game, because newman here largely confined his story 
to the British top bureaucrats in London, India and China.   
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In 1920 ‘the largest category of sentenced criminals among a registered 
national total of 41,911 cases were thieves (4,369) and opium smokers 
(2,939) sentenced to terms of several months …’30 This is only 7% for the 
latter. A few years earlier, in a Fengtian province prison, about 10% of the 
inmates were convicted for opium-related crimes.31 In 1920, however, in 
another prison ‘a vast majority’ was sentenced for morphine addiction; in 
1928 elsewhere a quarter of the inmates were sentenced for morphine 
possession, but in both situations only a handful for opium consumption.

Throughout republican China the majority of criminals were poor peo-
ple coming from the countryside sentenced to relatively short terms; the 
reverse was also appropriate: the higher the status of a social group, the 
lower its representation in prison populations.32 This is no exception from 
the daily practice in modern western society. This is also true for the con-
clusion that prisons became sites of drug consumption and dealings.33

An important element in all these Chinese republican prison and 
crime data seems to be a clear shift from opium to heroin and morphine 
use. Also, there was a clear shift from theft as the main reason for impris-
onment until about 1920 to drugs-related crimes later: around 1930 a third 
was convicted for a drugs-related offense and a quarter for theft, while 
already a year later the former was perceived as ‘the most common crime’. 
Indeed, now the Opium Problem has been aggravated into a heroin and 
morphine problem. Still, one wonders how relatively few people were 
“treated” by the judges and their prisons, in view of the supposedly huge 
consumption of drugs and local production.

 Chinese Republican Opium Production

Fairbank knew perfectly well that at the end of the 18th-century, opium 
was not yet a mass product in China spread by ‘uncouth and greedy’ 
western merchants but only one of the many luxuries available to a few 
representatives of the elite. Obviously, it was already something illegal 

30 F. Dikötter (2002), p. 77. One of these must have been a morphine addict, Li youling, 
a recidivist who had stolen iron bars because he was short of cash and desperate for a new 
dose. In 1917 he was given a two-month sentence after which he was sent back to the local 
court for supervision (Idem, p. 84). 

31 Idem, p. 97. In identifying the ca. 1,000 prison inmates in Fengtian province (1914), 
it appears that 256 inmates were convicted for theft, 143 for murder or wounding, 116 for 
gambling and 107 or 10% for opium-related crimes. 

32 Idem, p. 99.
33 Idem, p. 126.
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and illicit. And he also knew that a Chinese opium production on some 
scale started after the Opium wars. who took the initiative to start a 
Chinese production which could bear this name is still an unanswered 
question, but it apparently happened despite the many exaggerations. It 
even became an import substitution that worried the British-Indian pro-
ducers and importers. It was long after the end of the Second Opium war, 
around 1875, however, when the following production level was reached.

For the pre-1911 situation the only production estimates from a reliable 
source that I could find were: in the provinces of Fukien, Kiangsi and 
Kwantung the production was less than 2,000 piculs per year (= 100 metric 
tons); even closer to the coast in the provinces of Chekiang, Kiangsu, 
Shantung and Chihli it was 3,000-10,000 piculs per year (= 150-500 metric 
tons); and in some provinces along the yangtze river (hunan, hupei and 
Anhwei) it was the same. A substantial production of more than 10,000 
piculs could be found in Manchuria, Shensi, Kweichow and yunnan. The 
absolute exception was the province of Szechuan with a production of 
250,000 piculs a year (12,500 tons).34 In about ten provinces there was no 
opium production at all.

It was the dying empire which was able to launch an opium suppres-
sion program that was so successful that even in the province of Szechuan 
‘hardly a stalk of poppy could be found’ (British inspector hosie). If 
Fairbank’s ‘great bilateral Sino-foreign joint enterprise of the nineteenth-
century’ had existed, it was now eradicated. This is so far the larger con-
text of the Chinese’s own performance. what happened later?

It is in fact Lossing Buck’s famous investigation of 17,000 Chinese farms 
all over the country which provides the first sound statistical results from 
before 1945.35 They concern, however, the utilization of the land. An eco-
nomic assessment of poppy growing has to rely on more and other data. 
Still, Lossing Buck’s study is a necessary prerequisite to arrive at such an 
assessment.

he cooperated with many experts, including the well-known geologist 
and geographer Cressey. Their work was very difficult in a land flooded by 
foreign enemies, civil agitators and bandits of all sorts. Cressey tells, for 

34 w. walker III, p. 8, 15.
35 J. Lossing Buck (1964), which concerns a reprint of the 1937 edition. Unfortunately, 

J. Lossing Buck et al. (1966) contains a most unreadable contribution in a Taiwanese pro-
paganda publication. It is only interesting that in this last book, no word about opium can 
be found. his pre-war investigations are fully indispensable contrary to the information 
received from amateur travelers or missionaries. See for this K.McMahon, p. 98 ff., which 
has a typical victims’ approach.
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Map 18. Opium Cultivation in China, 1920’ 
Source: w. walker III, p. 33. Compared to map 17 much less provinces are affected;  

it should have been the reverse taking into account the efforts of the war lords.
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instance, that at the moment his book was about to appear, the publish-
ing plant was destroyed by the Japanese invasion of Shanghai early in 
1932: all maps, photographs, etc. were lost, and he had to start again. The 
map reproduced here provides a global image of the poppy-growing areas. 
It must be seen as a possible regional division and not as an actual one.36

Lossing Buck’s study already provides more precise information about 
the location of a poppy culture. his study is divided over the northern 
wheat and southern rice regions. The former is broken down into three 
and the latter into five agricultural areas. The opium type of farming is 
located in only two areas of this rice region: in the Szechuan rice area 
about 11% is occupied by opium farming and in the Southwestern rice 
area, about 19%. The latter covers the provinces of yunnan, Kweichow 
and Kwangsi and the former, most of the provinces of Szechuan, hupeh 
and hunan. Another indication is that of the 156 localities studied, 29 or 
19% sold opium somehow.37 

The table indicates in fact a dramatic development. The attempts of 
the Chinese government to diminish the poppy culture reported above in 
the “hosie paragraph” was successful. In north China farmers increased 
their planting of beans or other products as a substitute cash crop. But 
thanks to the subsequent anarchistic warlord period, this success was 
reversed.38 what more can be said about opium production in China?

One of Lossing Buck’s larger comments on the Opium Problem is quite 
symptomatic:

The growing of the opium poppy is affected by political policy but is con-
fined largely to the frontier provinces, since its value per unit of weight is 
high, and is, therefore, easily transported. Tsinghai is an exception, as the 
provincial authorities do not allow its culture in that province. As one 
crosses the border of Kansu and Tsinghai, between Lanchow and Sining, 
one finds a sharp demarcation between the areas growing the opium poppy 
and those where it has been completely suppressed.39 

36 nowhere could an analysis or even a reasonable guess be found of the square miles 
of cultivated land per agricultural product per province (and period), so that also for 
opium a relevant analysis could be made.  

37 Idem, table 1 p. 34 and table 22 p. 234. The types of farming altogether do not cover 
the full 100%, so I added ‘about’.

38 Idem, p. 9.
39 J. Lossing Buck (1964), p. 206. Below it is impossible to cover all remarks about 

opium, which are many more than indicated in the index: see, for instance, also p. 34, 78, 
80, 87–91, 230–232, 304, 309, 313, etc.
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Table 47. Trends in crop acreages between 1904-9 and 1930–340

number of 
localities 
reporting

estimated percentage of total crop area in the 
reporting localities

1904–9 1914–19 1924–9 1930–3

Crops whose acreage increased or was unchanged (selection)
Corn 22 11 14 16 17
Cotton 29 11 14 18 20
Opium 13 14  3 11 20
Rice 17 40 41 37 40
Soy-beans  7  8  9 10  8
Sweet potatoes 18 10 11 12 13
wheat 29 26 27 27 27
Crops whose acreage decreased (selection)
barley 10 24 23 20 19
millet 15 22 18 17 17

That the growing of the poppy is a matter of politics is an understatement 
in a country in which many political and military leaders (warlords) after 
about 1920 had connections to the opium underworld to get their activi-
ties financed. Cressey tells:

In many provinces farmers have been forced by the military authorities to 
raise opium for taxation purposes, and in this way considerable areas of the 
best land have been removed from food production.41

The warlords’ constant money demands led to a farmer’s dilemma: 
because this demand is so severe the peasants have to grow poppies, as it 
is the only product with which could pay such high “taxes”, while it is very 
risky to refuse. In addition: what happens after the harvest? Is the result 
paid in barter as “tax” to the military or first marketed before paying “tax” 
in cash? And are these “taxes” nothing but compulsory deliveries? All this 
remains in the dark or should be read between the lines. however, even at 
the time of Lossing Buck’s investigations, 1929-1933, there were still 
Chinese governments which prohibited opium growing: a remarkable 
example of “civil courage” in this chaotic period, when corruption is the 
country’s greatest plague. 

40 Quoted in A. Feuerwerker, p. 8 from J. Lossing Buck. 
41 G. Cressey, p. 144. See for the warlord’s opium revenue also James Sheridan’s contri-

bution to J. Fairbank (ed.), p. 291 ff.
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not all of the provinces mentioned border foreign countries. however, 
the location of many poppy fields points to an important characteristic of 
the opium production: it concerns a cash crop and apparently largely an 
export product for Southeast Asia from Canton, for further sea export or 
other locations in China. At least, we have to conclude with Lossing Buck 
that opium together with tobacco belong to the crops of which 75% is 
sold (opium seeds nearly 80%). Only 15% of rice is sold and, therefore, 
85% is used on the farm for consumption or payments. Poppy products 
are also used for food and energy on the farm (about 20%) and for paying 
rent (1%).42 

while the above concerns some orientation to a market, another ele-
ment of opium production is related to the state-bureaucracy:

Taxation often influences land utilization, and in China this is most notice-
able in certain frontier provinces with the high opium tax which compels 
the farmer to plant opium in order to meet his tax bill.43

Also in this case, a farmer’s dilemma exists and a bureaucrat’s burden: to 
pay these state taxes, opium has to be grown, and when opium is planted, 
one has to pay a special high opium tax. The investigators counted 188 
different taxes for different grades of farmland. From 1908 to 1933 the tax 
burden was doubled. Generally, on high-grade land in China as a whole, 
the opium tax was 5% of all taxes, the road tax 10% and the military tax 
23%. There are, however, large differences in tax burdens.

In the wheat region the average on low-grade land was $4.05 per acre; 
in the rice region it was $7.05. By far the highest tax was paid in three 
localities in Szechuan: $27.85 per acre. Once broken down, the two largest 
components of this amount were $5.48 as opium tax and $10.94 for roads; 
the rest is for many other local purposes. On the highest-grade land in the 
wheat region, one had to pay on average $7.63 compared to $9.42 in the 
rice region. For the three expensive localities in Szechuan, the average 
was $33.56, of which $6.10 was the opium tax, $11.14 for roads, etc.44 From 

42 J. Lossing Buck (1964), p. 233, table 22 p. 234, figure 5 p. 235 and table 23 p. 237. 
Opium stalks are all used on the farm mainly for fuel (86%) and the rest for ‘industrial’ 
purposes such as thatching and other building purposes, sandals or rope (see table 24,  
p. 238 and p. 239).

43 Idem, p. 323. See also G. Cressey, p. 316 for opium as ‘the most attractive crop for 
taxation’ in Szechuan. In p. 144 one can read: ‘In many provinces farmers have been forced 
by the military authorities to raise opium for taxation purposes, and in this way consider-
able areas of the best land have been removed from food production.’

44 Idem, p. 325.
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these taxes roughly 55% went to the hsien (county) government and the 
rest to national or local authorities. 

There is also a most dramatic picture of what the populations had to 
suffer from 1904 to 1929 in terms of calamities, famines, starvation and 
even cannibalism (which was confined to some parts of the wheat region). 
The opium areas experienced a crop destruction of 20-80% during all 
these calamities. whatever we know about the fabulous profits of the opi-
um trade, the peasants who have to do the dirty work earned the lowest 
wages of all!45 In particular in the Southwestern rice area, peasants must 
belong to the poorest of China: their savings and the value of their farm 
buildings are far below the Chinese average, while it houses the densest 
farm population.46 That’s also opium life in China. 

The last general question which remains concerns the danger of a 
Chinese world pollution with narcotics as, for instance, Black envisaged 
after 1997. Did this fear already exist in the Republican period? 

It must be a matter of gangster and smuggler activities for which, of 
course, no statistics exist. neither Lossing Buck nor Cressey provide offi-
cial data about opium as a Chinese export.47 Only from the first decade of 
the twentieth-century could the following table be composed about the 
value of opium trade compared to other products. It concerns all overseas 
trade, which is not necessarily confined to foreign destinations. Chinese 
coastal traffic is intensive and far-reaching. It cannot be all Chinese trade 
either, as a substantial part concerns trade done by foreign companies. So, 
‘domestic trade’ is here exclusive of the overland and river trade that does 
not reach the customs authorities. 

This illustrates the proportion of the opium export or domestic trade, 
which is 0.3% and 7% of the total, respectively. It involves sums of $351,000 
and $4,563,000, respectively, which are not at all impressive even in  
the currency of the time. The first is less than the yunnanese opium  
 smugglers made in one trip in 1917 (see below). It is a pity that there are no 
data for 1928, although the opium business flourished much better. 

If we should increase the 1908 opium figures 1.5 times proportionately 
to the increase of the export-domestic trade, the result is around 1930: 
$1.890.000 and $29,110,000 respectively. If one takes a given price per 

45 Idem, table 1, p. 37 the heading ‘wages of farm year labor, including value of food 
and other perquisites (in yuan)” is accompanied in Szechuan with nearly the lowest intake 
of calories ‘per adult-male unit per day’!  

46 Idem, table 1, p. 38. An explanation for this is probably the high taxation in the area 
(Id., p. 81).

47 See G. Cressey, p. 137–142.
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Table 48. Commodity composition of maritime Customs trade in 1908 and 1928  
( x million hK taels)48

exports 
Abroad 1908

Domestic 
Trade 1908

exports 
Abroad 1928

Domestic 
Trade 1928

Silk  83  14,1 187,6   7,7
Tea  32,8   4,1  37,1  19,7
Cotton and cotton 
textiles

 12,9   5,4  73 258,4

Grain and flour    ---  23,9  37,4  88,7
Beans and bean-cake  23,4  15,2 201,3  40,8
Oils and seeds  15,1  11,1  58,4  28,7
Tobacco and cigarettes   2,7   6,5  25,3  70,5
Sugar   1,4   5,2   0,3   2,6
Opium   0,9  11,7  --- [3.83]  --- [74.65]
Other 104,5  64,9 371 171,5
TOTAL 276,7 162,1 991,4 688,6

ounce of $2.7, these export-domestic trade amounts represent weights of 
respectively 700,000 ounce (about 21,000 kilo) and 10,781,481 ounce (about 
323,500 kilo). 

why do I introduce these details? Because of a political statement in 
1930 made by a State Department official, Stuart J. Fuller, an expert on 
narcotics; a statement similar to the one of Black in 1997. For some years 
Fuller was a consular official in Tientsin, but his main “qualification” was 
that he closely collaborated with the activist harry Anslinger, the most 
influential designer of the American foreign policy on drugs before and 
long after 1945. In a London meeting (May 1936) Fuller sketched a Chinese 
opium problem of immense proportions:

Total opium poppy production in China amounted to 12,000-18,000  metric 
tons, only 1,325 tons of which were grown in Manchuria and Jehol. yunnan, 
where suppression officials ordered farmers to grow poppies, produced 
more than 4,600 tons; Szechuan totaled nearly as much. Shensi and Kansu 
also showed signs of unusually large increases in opium growth from earlier 
years. ... a narcotic menace to the rest of the world. In 1934 alone ... some 
24,000 kilograms of acid acetic anhydride were imported into Shanghai, 

48 D. Perkins et al, p. 121, 361. Perkins thinks that ‘the only aspects of Chinese trade’ 
with ‘a clear negative impact was the import of opium’. Alas, he refrains from studying it 
because ‘it is customary for economists to eschew moral judgments’ (p. 133). Albert Feuer-
werker in J. Fairbank (ed.), p. 122 ff. provided the available official trade data without a 
differentiation of export and domestic trade and, most remarkably, without mentioning 
opium, notwithstanding his knowledge (Idem, p. 125) that ‘opium was the most important 
import into China’ until the 1890s. Apparently, it suddenly disappeared.
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enough to produce 4.4 million average doses of heroin. China ... had the 
capacity to produce thirty to sixty times the world’s legitimate annual her-
oin requirements …49

Fuller also condemned the illicit traffic to Canada and the United States 
from north China, accusing directly the Japanese Ministry of the Interior 
for its permission to produce the drugs. A year later the crusade against 
Japan’s and China’s production was stepped up; he called special atten-
tion to the clandestine manufacturing of narcotics in areas of China under 
Japan’s control (Peiping, Tientsin and hopei). It is clear that Fuller greatly 
exaggerated. That is not to say that the Chinese Opium Problem in the 
Republican Period was a minor one. At that time the ambiguous “war On 
Drugs” was invented. In particular, the remarkable role of Japan should 
have been stressed. 

The South China Morning Post wrote about it as one of the strongest 
indictments of Japan’s opium policy and concluded with: 

humanity has come to rely heavily upon American aid in the war on drugs.50 
Indirect accusations were made that Tokyo ‘not so much intended to poison 
the Chinese people’ but ...

Fuller oversimplified contradictory information, and he accepted also the 
allegation that 90% of all illegal narcotics marketed internationally was of 
Japanese origin, including the 500 kg of heroin that reached the USA 
weekly. This alarmed American officials, but did not lead to any relevant 
actions towards opium suppression. The alarm and fear incited was 
enough, as usual with bureaucrats, but the relevant measures must be ini-
tiated by exterior sources or circumstances.

The Shanghai Evening Post and Mercury wrote that around 1937, about 
700,000 people worked in the opium business, China’s only billion-dollar 
retail trade. More than three-quarters of them lived in Kweichow, 
Szechuan and yunnan. It even warned critics of the government in 
nanking to be cautious because of its alliance with the former opium 
racketeers ‘now perfumed into respectability’ without changing ‘its essen-
tial nature of gangsterdom’. 

But Chiang Kai-shek’s alliance with opium was no reason for the British 
or the Americans to reconsider their own interests: it could have meant 
not only an anti-Chiang and anti-Japan policy, but also a coalition between 
them and the many Chinese anti-opium organizations, including the 

49 Quoted in w. walker III, p. 99.
50 Idem, p. 102.
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Communist Party of Mao Zedong. The early successes of the Japanese 
army against Chinese cities, however, put the opium question in the back-
ground and the association with China at war as more urgent. 

Fuller mentions yunnan as producing (or trading?) 4,600 tons of opi-
um (per year?). yunnan was, indeed, an “opium sucked province”. Is it 
possible to get a straight picture of the situation here without using 
Fuller’s figures?

Yunnan Opium Production and Trade

yunnan (about 110,000 square miles) is a province with many hills and 
rough mountains with peaks above 5,000 meters and oval valleys (Ba 
Tze).51 About 80% of these valleys are planted with rice in the summer 
and broad beans, wheat and opium in the winter. The degree of terracing 
is high compared to other areas. The size of parcels, of not quite two-
thirds of an acre, is below the average for the region, and the size of the 
fields (0.12 acres) is the smallest in China. Cultivation must be intensive 
since the yields are high compared to all other areas. The cultivated acre-
age of yunnan in the Republican period was about 25 million mou or 
about 1.7 million hectares (about 17% of the total surface).52

To give an impression of how labor-intensive opium production is, it is 
illuminating to know that to make one raw opium ball implies 230 hours 
of labor; one hectare results normally in about 13 kilo of opium, for which 
one has to work 816 labordays.53 In winter, the cultivated acreage must be 
divided over three products. how much is used for the poppy culture is 
not known to me, but in the previous table we can see how important 
beans are for food and export. So let’s suppose that 10% is reserved for 
opium or about 170,000 hectares, then this would result in a production of 
about 2.2 million kilo of raw opium. Under military or bureaucratic pres-

51 See for the following Idem, p. 87–91, p. 97 ff. G. Cressey, chapter 20 and D. Perkins et 
al, passim who made a reassessment of Lossing Buck’s figures of all crop yields and output 
data in yunnan and the other provinces from 1914–1957. See the article of M. Swain in D. 
Leese (ed.), p. 1066 ff. Also interesting is D. Duco, passim.

52 Calculated from Perkins table B. 14, p. 236 an average of the 1913 and 1933 figures. It 
is not possible to calculate further the winter acreages of beans, wheat and opium, which 
is important data to assess the opium output. It is only logical that opium takes the minor 
position of the three: beans are after silk the largest export article of China in this period, 
and wheat is a most important food in winter time. This argumentation, however, is not 
necessarily the one of the yunnanese peasants! 

53 D. Duco, p. 238 note 62.

Hans Derks - 9789004225893
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:46PM

via free access



Opium Production and Consumption in China 667

sure this percentage can, of course, increase. In that case, the production 
of 4,600 metric tons remains very high, but becomes a possibility.54 

The production of opium here is a copy of the Indian method and start-
ed after 1860. Many yuannanese migrated to the southern parts of the 
province bordering what in the 20th-century became the Golden Triangle 
(Quadrangle). 

In China the end product is not provided in opium balls but in slabs 
which are typically called Yunnans. In other aspects of the opium produc-
tion, like the making of opium pipes or boxes, special tables or drawers, 
etc. “opium provinces” like yunnan or Szechuan excel. yunnan produces 
the cheapest pipes of pakton(g), Chinese silver, but also the most beauti-
ful ones for the landlords.55

not unimportant for the production circumstances are the many ten-
sions between the han Chinese (only 20%) in the valleys and the hakkas 
or the descendants of many older aboriginal tribes in the mountains. The 
han are mostly the landlords and the hakkas the tenants, while the 
mountain people carry on their old tribal mode of life. They are, however, 
the landlords who insist that farmers sow poppy fields, while threatening 
to harm anyone who attempts to stop the farmers.56 

Rice is, of course, the dominant product, but Cressey mentions that in 
1923 poppy occupied two-thirds of the cultivated land during the winter 
season, as was the case in Kweichow. This is not well founded by Lossing 
Buck’s study. About yunnan the latter states:

The area is suitable for production of the opium poppy because of the dif-
ficulty of transporting more bulky and less valuable products, and the rev-
enues of this trade have had an important influence on the political situation 
of the provinces within the area. Moreover, income from an acre of opium 
poppy is much larger than from any other winter crop which might be 
planted.57 

54 It is, therefore, a physical impossibility to produce 100 million taels of opium, which 
is about 67 million kilo, as J. Marshall, p. 25 states (the Cantonese tael = 1.33 lb.). Under very 
strong (military) pressure, one can squeeze about 5 million kilo raw opium out of yunnan. 
Also, the other figures about yunnan are exaggerated.

55 In Duco the most excellent collection of pipes, etc. is given. Small wonder, because 
he is the Director of the Amsterdam Pipes Museum, with one of the most outstanding col-
lections in the world. www.pijpenkabinet.nl.

56 w. walker III, p. 23. elsewhere (Szechuan) the republican provincial authority 
ordered this, and in Kansu it was the officials who did the same.

57 J. Lossing Buck (1964), p. 89.
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Map 19. Caravan Routes in the “Golden Quadrangle”, ca. 1900 
Source: A. Maxwell hill, p.39
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The area was quite inaccessible except for the French railway from Indo-
China into the capital yunnanfu, and a limited mileage of paved roads. 
Lossing Buck’s recommendation for the area is, therefore, the improve-
ment of transportation to other parts of China. This is followed by:

with such a development the growing of the opium poppy could be more 
easily suppressed and the mountainsides could be devoted more readily to 
uses such as forests and special tree products.58

At that time it was a very optimistic recommendation. Cressey’s informa-
tion about the capital yunnanfu (about 140,000 inhabitants) states that

it is said that 90 per cent of the men and 60 per cent of the women are 
addicted to the habit of opium smoking. Many hsien produce from one to 
two million ounces and the removal of so much first-class agricultural land 
from useful production has induced a serious food shortage.59

This is not confirmed by Lossing Buck’s later study because the relation-
ship opium farming-food shortage is not made. Famines occurred many 
times and for many reasons (floods, droughts, insects, war or frost), most-
ly in the wheat region, double as many as in the rice region in which the 
opium areas are situated.60 

Cressey, furthermore, makes the classic mistake of perceiving smoking 
as addiction. his remark could concern here a smoking habit largely com-
parable to cigarette smoking, he has no data about real addiction and 
smoking habits. when he complains about the statistics for yunnan and 
Kweichow, we have to consider ‘it is said’ as the whispering of some mis-
sionary.61 Still, with his remark Cressey pointed to a specific market for 
yunnan opium, which brings us to the trade aspects of the yunnan case.

Because yunnan is one of the few production areas, its export must be 
important. Modern studies reveal that this was increasingly the case after 
the quantities imported from British India had begun to decline thanks to 
this yunnan (and Szechuan) import substitution:

The opium trade in the later years of the empire and throughout the Repub-
lican era (1912-49) was one of the most lucrative, but dangerous, enter-
prises for yunnanese traders. Periodic government prohibitions, heavy 

58 Idem, p. 91.
59 G. Cressey, p. 375.
60 J. Lossing Buck (1964), p. 124–128.
61 his study was paid for by the American Baptist Foreign Mission Society (p. viii).
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taxation of the cultivation and transport of opium, and banditry were 
largely responsible for the high-risk/high-gain nature of the trade.62

This remark concerns, of course, the institutionalized smuggling practic-
es. From 1906 to 1911 the opium suppression was rather effective in 
yunnan as elsewhere. In the mid-1930s there was also a short period of 
prohibition. however, in every year there was always some opium grown 
and not only in remote areas. 

Part of this production remained in yunnan (the “yunnanfu market”), 
a part went in a northern direction into China. A substantial part, how-
ever, was exported by caravan to the Southeast Asian countries, but trad-
ers also imported opium of a different quality from the southern Shan 
states. Chinese sources rightly maintain that opium was not an important 
export from the yunnan production area 

until the 1920s, when the poppy was so widely cultivated that mountain 
people were no longer self-sufficient in food grains … opium became …  
a kind of currency in yi areas, where goods from Chinese caravans were 
measured in terms of their worth in opium.63

The southern part of yunnan bordering Kokang became of strategic 
importance for opium smuggling and not only for this product. There was 
a regular trade between, for instance, Burma and yunnan in tea, raw cot-
ton, cotton yarn and ‘probably opium’.64 In these districts local and for-
eign people were accustomed to intermingling with each other in some 
kind of business. here, every winter and spring, caravans of 5,000 to 6,000 
mules were organized, carrying commodities into and from yunnan. It 
was only part of the extensive trade networks from northern yunnan to 
the southern Shan states in British Burma and ultimately Rangoon, Siam, 
Laos or Vietnam as the map shows. 

Trade between yunnan and Southeast Asian countries must have had 
a long history, but the given routes were certainly also used for the opium 
trade from about 1860 onwards and after the 1920s when this trade became 
more and more illicit.65 It was favored by the increasing domination of 
specialized traders and transporters from yunnan who, among others, 
still delivered ‘opium for the Siamese Government from the Shan States’. 

62 A. Maxwell hill, p. 41.
63 Idem, p. 43.
64 Idem, p. 25 ff.
65 For the following see Idem, p. 34-45.
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Opium from the Shan States into yunnan (and further into the Chinese 
interior), however, had to be smuggled during periods of effective govern-
ment suppression of the drug and poppy growing. 

The Chinese entrepreneurs involved made huge fortunes by managing 
heavily armed transports, but they also had substantial costs as the fol-
lowing report (1917) demonstrates:

The whole expedition carried with it $400,000, which in Burma would be 
enough to purchase about 150,000 ounces of opium. There were about 200 
members and 160 horses when they started, but ... the band increased to 
300 people and 200 horses, with 170 rifles and pistols. It took 172 days to 
make the round trip. The group stayed in Rangoon for 42 days and camped 
47 times on the way.66

From 1900 onwards the main intermediary region of the opium trade and 
production was the Shan State Kokang or Guogan. It was in fact a “great 
entrepôt” for opium. The yunnanese opium also went by caravan to 
Tonkin (via Mengzi, Lao Cai, etc.) or to Siam via the so-called Golden 
Road: Kengtung to Chiang Saen and Chiang Mai. Import and export of 
opium through this region were under the control of the Siamese govern-
ment. It maintained an opium monopoly from 1906 until 1957 (for the 
other developments in Southeast Asia, see the relevant chapter below). 

Around 1930, during the nationalist regime, there was no pretense 
about the suppression of opium in yunnan (or other provinces/regions), 
and opium shipments often received military protection.67 The illicit 
business became so intense that an anti-opium association complained 
that in yunnan, ‘the black (opium) calamity is much worse than the red 
(communist) calamity’.68 

Chinese Opium Consumption

here I have to limit myself to some remarks about the local Chinese con-
sumption during the heydays of the foreign opium power. That is easy 
because no reliable data about earlier periods are available. Accidental 

66 Quoted in Idem, p. 42. The price of an ounce (0.03 kilo) of opium is, therefore, about 
$2.7 or 10 yuan (1933 dollar) or 6.7 taels. See Perkins’s equivalents, p. xvii. Of course, this is 
only calculated to get a reasonable grip on figures, weights or prices at the time. There 
were only a few caravans a year, but still, 150,000 ounces or 45,000 kilo are large transports. 
It is a pity that no information is given about whether it concerns raw or prepared opium.

67 w. walker III, p. 48.
68 Idem, p. 69.
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remarks like the following can be found in a letter from a mandarin to his 
emperor (1838):

There are opium dens in every prefecture of the country, and they are kept 
as a rule by magistrates constables and soldiers from the army, who gather 
together dissolute youngsters from rich local families to indulge in the pipe 
where they can’t be seen. As most of the clerks in the magistrates share the 
same taste, they are sure to be protected. I beg your majesty to set a date a 
year from now after which all smokers who persist in their addiction will 
be put to death.69

happily for the smokers the emperor decided not to attack the demand 
but the supply side, the english and the smugglers who had already been 
operating for four decades along the Chinese coasts. Carr, in turn, men-
tions in a classical exaggerating way the unbelievable story that as the eIC 
lost its monopoly on the opium trade in 1834, ‘private smugglers entered 
the game; within a year more than 2 million Chinese were addicts’ as if 
somebody was interested in counting them and could diagnose opium 
addiction.70 

From the quotation we note the memorable information that before 
the Opium wars, opium use was confined to the well-to-do and involved 
Chinese bureaucratic corruption and assistance from the army. This is 
apparently confirmed from Taiping sources after the Opium wars.71 
“western” figures must be used, however, which are unreliable as well, 
but they do exist. 

now, the following reasoning is possible: one of the Chinese reactions 
to the Second Opium war was to produce opium locally, which is a good 
example of import substitution. Once this China-India competition devel-
oped on the Chinese market, the British-Bengal producers made appar-
ently so much product that prices decreased, and more Chinese people 
could afford to smoke opium. A booming consumption was the result, 
and the number of addicts increased into the many millions. Source: the 
amount of western export divided by opium consumption per grain. will 
this reasoning lead to a relevant explanation of the situation?

Several estimates exist about the consumption of opium in China. 
Balfour mentions one by Brereton for the year 1881:

… from the 400 million inhabitants three million were opium smokers. 
From these, the smokers of foreign opium are estimated at 1,000,000. The 

69 Quoted in C. Carr, p. 45. 
70 Idem, p. 45.
71 See V. Shih, p. 474 note 6.
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total estimated value of the opium smoked is £ 25,000,000 sterling, viz. 
Indian, £16,800,000; Chinese, £ 8,400,000. At these estimates, the smokers 
of foreign opium spend 11d. per man daily, and the smokers of the Chinese 
opium 2¾ d. daily.72

here the judgment of Gelber is already complicated: it may be true that 
around 1870 a ‘great majority’ of the consumers smoked Chinese-grown 
opium, but in value the situation was exactly the reverse: the Indian opi-
um yielded double the turnover of the Chinese. Furthermore, Brereton 
did not differentiate between consumers and addicts. If we use the Gelber 
estimate that a third of the consumers in 1900 was addicted, then twenty 
years earlier there were one million addicts. In the last part of the century 
there must have been a tremendous increase in addicts.

The most sophisticated calculations come from Sir Robert hart, inspec-
tor General of Customs with arguments like ‘every time a smoker needs 30 
to 40 pipes, which is x maces which makes 1,120,000,000 maces and, there-
fore, ...’. Still they allow us to answer roughly a question like who could 
pay for this stuff in China—say—from 1870 to 1920.

Spence has the simplest answer: ‘for a few coppers people could get a 
pipeful of opium ... in reach of urban dwellers and the poor’.73 what is a 
“pipeful”? A statistician like hart went so far as to determine the value of 
one mace of prepared opium at

 about 3½d (english). Divided by the number of days in the year, the quan-
tity of prepared opium smoked daily ... 3,068,413 mace, and the value … 
£ 46,027 …74 

which must be an immense fortune at the time in 1870 as well as in 1920. 
It was available only to the very happy few and not to millions of ordinary 

72 e. Balfour, vol. 3, p. 37. About the many ambiguous methods of calculating the Chi-
nese opium consumption, see the introduction of X. Paulès, p. 141–145, even without the 
examples given in my text. 

73 J. Spence (1990), p. 130. To substantiate this, Spence provides only examples of very 
well-to-do people like eunuchs, Manchu court officials from the palace bureaucracy, 
‘women in wealthy households’, ‘secretaries in the harried magistrates’ offices’, ‘merchants 
preparing for business’, ‘soldiers on their way into combat’ (Idem, p. 131). That is not an 
answer to his own suggestive question: ‘why did the Chinese of the mid- and late Qing 
begin to smoke so much opium?’ Like most other western historians of foreign peoples 
and countries, Spence is also ridiculing his subjects because of an in-built and unfounded 
superiority: as the Qing government allows opium as medicine, but severely prohibits 
pushing the drug to users, Spence thinks of it as an ‘uneasy compromise’ (p. 131), while that 
was for decades the normal western way of dealing with opium by family doctors and the 
authorities after the Chinese introduced this innovation two centuries ago! 

74 e. Balfour, vol. 3, p. 38.

Hans Derks - 9789004225893
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:46PM

via free access



chapter thirty-two674

Chinese smokers. hart supposes that the average smoker consumes three 
mace of prepared foreign opium. This suffices for 30 to 40 pipes, so that 
Spence’s ‘a pipeful of opium’ must be a ridiculous remark, which cannot 
lead to any form of addiction.75 

In detail, hart’s reasoning runs as follows relative to the situation of about 1880:

... the results arrived at are that 200,000 chests, or almost 13,000 tons (1680 
catties = 1 ton), of unprepared opium are consumed annually by 2,000,000 
opium-smokers; that these smokers expend £25,000,000 on opium; that 
this is an expenditure of, say, from 5d. to 11d. daily by individual smokers 
... from the statistical point of view it is safe to say that opium-smokers in 
China constitute simply two-thirds of one per cent of the population. On 
the supposition even that the quantity of native opium produced is ten 
times that of the foreign opium imported, the total will not yet suffice for 
the consumption of even four per cent of the population. Four percent is a 
small percentage, but in China it means 12 millions of people. It is hardly 
credible, however, that native opium is produced in such quantity ..76 

This last warning is needed because Balfour quotes missionaries and trav-
elers, who gave the impression that from deep in the south of China unto 
the highest cold north, one is confronted only with ‘a sea of poppies ... 
superseding the growth of cereals’, so that normal food was not grown any 
more and hunger spread quickly.77 That was far from the reality.78 

75 The expert D. Duco, p. 103, provides the details: the smoking of opium is not imme-
diately addictive; the first time one smokes opium, one cannot feel anything. It fails 
because one smokes too little or too much, which is followed by sickness and vomiting. 
After one is accustomed, after one or two months, then one is really an addict. Spence’s 
‘one pipe’ must be less addictive than one cigarette. K. McMahon, p. 92 ff. provides details 
as well and several contradictory opinions: a beginner smokes one or two pipes (1841) or 3 
to 6 grains at a time (1853); sixty grains was a mace which would fill twelve pipes, and this 
should be the dose of a ‘temperate smoker’ (1895); two maces daily must be the dose of a 
serious addict, and few can bear this for any length of time (1895). Another thinks of it as a 
common dose (1908), while rich people can smoke even three to five maces, according to 
the same source (he probably means that a rich man can pay for this quantity). Still, novel-
ists created persons who could swallow ten to twenty maces a day. A mace = about 4 gram; 
a grain = 0.06 gram; a pipe must be something of 0.18 gram.

76 e. Balfour, Idem. 
77 Idem, p. 29. 
78 F. wakeman in J. Fairbank (ed.), p. 178 suggests that hart’s calculation resulted in 

too low numbers of addicts; Jonathan Spence (1990) takes even 10% of the population as 
smokers (which is about 40 million or “better” about 30% of all adult men) with 3-5 % or 
15 million as heavy smokers. This is h. Gelber’s source. For about 1920 G. Cressey, p. 144 
states that ‘in many provinces farmers have been forced by the military authorities to raise 
opium for taxation purposes, and in this way considerable areas of the best land have been 
removed from food production’. If he has to write more concretely, it is only in the prov-
inces of Kansu (p. 192, 193), Szechuan (p. 315 ff.) and yunnan (p. 375) that poppy fields 
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The difficulty, however, with hart’s calculation concerns the relation-
ship income-opium consumption. The latter averaged 8 d daily according 
to hart, elsewhere he supposes that it is 10¾ d (which makes £17 a year). 
Around 1930 the highest wages in modern urban factories were ca. 23 
yuan per month and the lowest, ca. 12 yuan.79 Therefore, the highest 
wage was equivalent to £2.3 a month, whereas hart’s smokers spent on 
average about one whole pound, which is close to half of their income in 
this category. For the lowest wage, equivalent to £1.2, it is nearly the entire 
monthly wage. 

For most workers around 1910, local factory wages paid no more than 
home handicrafts. They did not differ much from the above wages, 
although there were also privileged jobs like supervisors with 32 yuan per 
month.80 It seems safe to conclude that foreign opium smoking cannot 
be an activity for the low echelons in society, so they eventually had to 
cope with the native opium of poorer quality or simply no smoking. This 
alternative—let’s remember—was exercised by the large majority of the 
Chinese. 

The dictionary tells us that the foreign drug was about three times as 
expensive as the native product, mainly produced and consumed in ‘Sze-
chuen’: one estimate is that 25,000 chests are produced annually, another 
estimates this at 265,000 chests, but the dictionary itself accepts two 
“facts”:

.. the one is that, so far as we know to-day, the native opium produced does 
not exceed the foreign import in quantity; and the other, that native opium 
was known, produced, and used long before any europeans began the sale 
of the foreign drug along the coast.81 

no details are given for the second statement. It refers possibly to a very 
small native production somewhere in the vastness of China for medical 
purposes only. Lodwick even exaggerated this further by stating that the 

replace normally cultivated land. In particular, yunnan must be a center of opium produc-
tion.

79 G. hershatter, p. 148. The Chinese money system is very complicated and highly 
variable per province and period; the data to compare the different currencies in a par-
ticular period are very difficult to find, while the real western experts (like h. Morse) do 
have a complicated way of explaining the comparable and foreign exchange values. I will 
spare the reader the method I found that around the year 1900 in Canton one yuan must 
be one-tenth of a pound (1£= 240 d), of course, before the pound sterling was subdivided 
into 100 pence in 1971.   

80 See Susan Mann in: Th. Rawski and L. Li (ed.), p. 264 ff.
81 Idem, p. 37, 38.
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Chinese cultivation of opium began in the late 18th-century ‘and gradu-
ally spread to all parts of the empire. By the late 1880s it was a major crop 
in some parts of China ...’82 Again, no supporting details follow.

what should we think about this consumption story? It is repeated in 
general terms in most histories of the period without any proof and large-
ly based on the propaganda of missionaries or the guesses of anti-opium 
authorities, and disbelieved by far too few people: they are all more or less 
dubious estimates about millions of Chinese addicts. In the beginning of 
this section, I provided a model of how to think about this consumption, 
but I have the feeling that this way of thinking must be falsified. The prob-
lem is how, but about the “why” we can consider the following.

There exists a formidable export of opium to the USA and europe. 
Macao in China is mentioned several times83 and, indeed, it is well locat-
ed to organize this export. Canton, hong Kong and Macao are not only 
situated very close to each other, all three were centers of a lively opium 
trade in all directions.

It remains remarkable that around 1900-1915 the Chinese government 
nearly succeeded in controlling the opium problem in a rather short time 
and that about thirty years later, Mao’s regime succeeded in eradicating 
the opium problem fully in a few years’ time. with so many millions of 
addicts and the complicated intermediary systems needed between pro-
ducer and consumer, this must have been a difficult task. Unless the 
sources of the propaganda can be disclosed, there were probably many 
fewer addicts than cited, fewer production areas, lower production levels 
or, simply, false statistics in which, for instance, smokers are included 
with addicts, export figures in one country were combined with import 
data elsewhere, and so on.

The following four examples give us much to think about because they 
are the only ones I found which are more or less based on Chinese prac-
tice and probably not on estimates, models or propaganda. The first con-
cerns the 1934-36 suppression campaign the government organized 

82 K. Lodwick, p. 12. See also p. 13 for ahistorical remarks mixing up situations from 
after the two Opium wars with long before. She mentions herself the result of Robert 
hart‘s investigation that still in 1864 ‘native opium was known in all ports, but few 
acknowledged it being grown in their areas’ (Idem, p. 13, 14). Indeed, this contradictory 
information not only negates Lodwick’s suggestions in the framework of her “blaming the 
victim” attitudes, but points in my view only to the smuggling practices and forced imports 
of the english, French, Dutch, etc., which had been occurring already for more than a half 
century. 

83 See C. Terry, M. Pellens, p.639; w. walker III, passim.
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nationwide in order to show foreign nations the KMT’s serious intention 
to get rid of the opium problem.84 It became a bloody affair: 2000 narcot-
ics offenders or addicts were simply executed by firing squads; exactly ten 
times as many were prosecuted, and 43,020 opium addicts registered. In 
the whole of China, four million smokers were registered. 

Between May and September 1936 a new campaign was held, this time 
in Shanghai only, in which 24,144 addicts were registered (included in the 
previous example?). Of these, about 5,600 (or 17,600 in another source) 
were sent to detoxification clinics. One must realize that Shanghai (about 
three million inhabitants) was ‘built on opium’ and that here the heydays 
of the opium business were celebrated by many money interests. The sup-
posed result of both examples: from a national population of about 500 
million, less than 1% were smokers and less than 0.01% were addicts; in 
Shanghai itself, less than 1% of the population was defined as addicts.

The third example is from two years later. In 1938 the government of 
Manchukuo tried to take control of the opium business.85 This part of 
China was estimated to have between 500,000 and one million opium 
smokers. not a bad estimate: in August 1938 more than 585,000 smokers 
had registered themselves in response to propaganda from the Central 
Commission for Opium Suppression. 

At the same time about 20,000 addicts were treated in some fifty 
national and local infirmaries. Smokers are not necessarily addicts, but a 
total of 20,000 addicts in a population of about 35-40 million is not much. 
The USA had the same population around 1870 and 77,000 opium addicts.86 

In 1938-1939 Manchukuo suffered from war and a most rigorous foreign 
occupation during which 16 million people fled the region. This was not 
the case in the USA when recovering from its terrible civil war. Of course, 
the example does not permit us to extend the result over the whole of 
China, and it is possible to modify the comparison between the USA and 
Manchukuo (is a similar definition of an opium addict used?87). 

84 F. wakeman (1995), p. 271–272 and several notes on p. 414-415 for the first two exam-
ples.

85 w. walker III, p. 122.
86 C. Terry, M. Pellens, table IV, p. 44.
87 The table I used here belongs to a discussion about numbers of addicts in the USA 

which must be confusing even for insiders with sentences like ‘It is, therefore, believed 
that at no time have there been more than 246,000 opium addicts in the United States’ 
(1924). If that should be the case, the number of addicts in Manchukuo is peanuts in an 
absolute sense!  
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The last example is probably the most realistic one and concerns Xavier 
Paulès’s analysis of the procedures in two Cantonese rehabilitation cen-
ters for drug addicts in the years 1937 and 1941. The following table sum-
marizes his findings. It provides a view on some social and demographic 
features of the opium problem in a big city, which is probably a model for 
other similar cities in this period.

Table 49. Opium Smokers in Cantonese Rehabilitation Centers, 1937 and 194188

Professions in 
male population 
Canton 1928 
in %

Professions 
patients 
1937 in %

Age 
group

Male 
population 
Canton 1928 
%

Male patients

1937
in %

1941
in %

workers 43 48  0–5 year 7 --- ---
jobless 19 12  5–10 year 7 --- ---
merchants 17 18 11–15 y 8 --- ---
coolies 7 16 16–20 y 11 1 ---
soldiers 4 1 21–25 y 10,5 7 2
policemen 2 --- 26–30 y 10,5 22 17
peasants 1 4 31–35 y 10 25,5 18
others 7 1 36–40 y 10 17 30

41–45 y 7 11,5 14
46–50 y 6 6 7
51–55 y 6 5 7
56–60 y 3  3 4
+ 60 year 4  2 1

100 100 100 100 100

A large proportion of these Cantonese smokers had a daily consumption 
of opium of less than one qian (= 3.8 gram) which corresponds to six or 
seven pipes smoked in about half an hour. This is drastically different 
from hart’s estimates, which has serious consequences for his much 
acclaimed calculations. It concerns here some individuals who smoke on 
social occasions. Therefore, about 10% of the male patients (in total 
about 1000) refused to call themselves a patient. Probably, their health 
was not deteriorating, or they did not think of themselves as addicts. The 
real addicts are clearly a subgroup. Also, this differentiation of Paulès is an 
improvement over previous interpretations.

88 Derived from the four figures given in X. Paulès, p. 174, 175.

Hans Derks - 9789004225893
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:46PM

via free access



Opium Production and Consumption in China 679

In the Cantonese press, however, every smoker is an addict. This must 
be the result of the fierce anti-opium propaganda stressing the health 
problems of the individual and financial problems of his family. It 
described every user as an enemy of the Chinese nation, as supporting the 
humiliation of China and the imperialist repression, and many other right 
or wrong accusations. The users received specific names like ‘opium-
smoking devils’ (yangui), ‘the spirits of the poppy’ (furong xianzi), ‘the 
damned’ (heiji zhongren) or ‘the immortals’ (xian). This supports the 
point of view in which opium smokers, whatever their degree of addic-
tion, are isolated from non-smokers and could be brought to the rehabili-
tation clinics, if some authority would do so. 

even the Cantonese experts do not know how many smokers or addicts 
lived in the city: the estimates change from 21,721 in a rather precise inves-
tigation to 80,000, but the the most realistic conclusion is 40,000. The pop-
ulation of Canton was 1.2 million around 1930, making about 3% a user. 
Paulès thinks that about half of them were addicts.

The table indicates that these smokers and addicts are concentrated in 
specific strata of the population: especially male manual workers in the 
25-48 age bracket. Certainly the rickshaw pullers are strongly represented. 
This demonstrates the importance of opium as an energizer to compen-
sate for physical exhaustion, but also the kind of relationship between the 
pullers and their patrons, providers of their rickshaws and housing. The 
coolie profession scores high on everybody’s perception of opium con-
sumption. 

This table suggests, furthermore, that there is a fundamental difference 
between the consumption during the work to earn a living and the con-
sumption outside this in leisure time. The town-country distinctions fea-
ture in this table as well. Indeed, relatively many peasants lived in major 
Chinese cities before world war II, including their small businesses, com-
pounds and swines.89 

It is remarkable that no representatives of the “higher classes” were 
found, which must be the result of a selective police policy. Big city life in 
the last phase of the Republican era was a severe and daily struggle against 
great miseries for a large majority of the population. That there were only 
3% of smokers in Canton does not seem alarming. If this percentage 
applied in all large cities (together at the time about 50-60 million inhab-
itants), then there were about 1.5-1.8 million smokers and half as many 

89 h. Derks (1999), p. 17 ff.; Idem (2004), p. 59 ff.
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addicts. Still, there are too many “Republican addicts” for all participants 
in the Opium Problem.

enough suspicion is raised, however, by these examples. we need to 
inquire further: all this can lead to the conclusion that some of the Indian 
export to China as given above never reached the Chinese internal market. 
within the Canton-hong Kong-Macao region, this import could have 
been divided over two other directions: to the South (starting in Korea to 
Singapore and further to the Dutch east Indies) and to the USA. They are 
the most logical routes, certainly after about 1930 when morphine and 
heroin laboratories were erected by the Chinese mafia and the Japanese.90 

In addition: there is not only export by sea. As the yunnan case proves, 
the overland export was also sizeable. Both exports can be subtracted 
from a Chinese inland consumption potential and incentives. 

The least one can say is: this argument and its consequences for the 
consumption and image of the Chinese should be the subject of very thor-
ough new research. 

My conclusion so far is that among the Chinese at the time, there were 
no more smokers and addicts than elsewhere in Asia. new research into 
this matter should, however, not take the direction newman suggests and 
not just because of his following provocative conclusion:

It is clear, therefore, that the wilder accounts of Chinese opium consump-
tion cannot be correct. The stereotypical addict of the missionary literature 
was only one small part of a varied cast of opium users. Most opium smok-
ing in imperial China was a harmless and controllable recreation.91 

It is certainly true, as Sinn also argues, that in studying the opium prob-
lem, one has to suspend conventional prejudices; the personal use is often 
harmless (assuming a healthy lifestyle) and far from a crime.92 It is, fur-
thermore, good to repeat time and again that opium smokers are not nec-
essarily addicts. 

Still, one must be cautious with calling the use of opium harmless: it is 
too intimately connected with illicit production, smuggling, mafia, cor-
ruption and so on, let alone the direct relationship between opium and 
pogroms against the Chinese in the USA and elsewhere or the often seri-
ous political-economic effects on societies, including wars.

90 C. Trocki (1999a), p. 133. For the earlier history of the hong Kong-USA relations, see 
the excellent e. Sinn.

91 R. K. newman (1995), p. 789.
92 e. Sinn, p. 18.
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In addition, there are real health hazards among the poor users, 
because they have to rely too often on poor quality stuff or vile adultera-
tions. One cannot isolate one from the other: together they form the 
Opium Problem, with different gradations for each country. In my view, it 
is much better to differentiate all this by means of the perpetrator-victim 
dichotomy and its practice, while considering the following.

Because newman reduces opium use to a medical case, he opposes in 
an untenable way the idea that opium is a ‘curse visited by imperialists on 
a weaker nation’. The poppy’s presence in China should be seen as ‘part of 
the geographical diffusion of a useful crop, and possibly as an element in 
the diffusion of central Asian cultures’.93 All this means: opium is a negli-
gible item in its physical effects and in its cultural and social impact on 
Chinese society and history. 

newman reduces opium, furthermore, to a purely Chinese phenome-
non (blaming the victims!) and denies the use of opium as an imperialist 
means to destabilize successive Chinese and Asian societies in favor of 
the private profits of some drug criminals or the imperialist doctrine of 
the so-called “free trade”. It is, however, not very clever to avoid sound his-
torical analyzes of the Opium Problem and its origins or the many critical 
comments of contemporaries. 

newman provides interesting data but does not follow the right meth-
odology sufficiently: systematic research of the relationship between con-
sumption-production-distribution of opium and its history. he is also 
remarkably uncritical about the backgrounds of the Royal Commission on 
Opium (1893-94)94: its conclusion concerning the harmlessness of opium 
is the opinion of dealers like Jardine or Sassoon and of the British and 
Dutch governments. As demonstrated at length, these governments were 
never prepared to lose their substantial opium profits, the trade and bank-
ing mechanisms to finance and sustain their empires, and a work drug for 
the coolies.95 whatever texts of treaties promised a solution for the 
Opium Problem, it immediately organized an underground way of con-

93 R. K. newman, p. 790, 791.
94 Idem, p. 768.
95 C. Trocki (1999a), p.144. whether there is a direct relationship between the result of 

the Royal Commission and the rapid expansion of the opium consumption in China 
(Idem, p. 130 ff.) should be studied further. There is, furthermore, a serious gap in our 
detailed knowledge about the question of why between 1860 and 1880 in China there was 
such an explosion in opium consumption. who advertised this? who organized this apart 
from, of course, the Sassoons, Jardines or Dents who were the best to exploit the possibility 
created by the British conquest?
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tinuing the trade through its colonies like hong Kong or Burma, where 
the Jardines, etc. were allowed to do what they always did. 

In addition, a new party with opium interests, the medical profession-
als with relations to the pharmaceutical industry, presented their unten-
able case for the first time: the “people in the white jackets” think of 
themselves as the ultimate fount of opium knowledge and decision-mak-
ing. 

The medical doctors are, furthermore, eager ‘to increase people’s depen-
dence on doctors to prescribe medicine, sought to curtail their right to use 
opium as a form of self-medication.96

It is strange that newman does not discuss the repeated attempts of Asian 
governments to prohibit the opium production and consumption from 
the beginning of the 17th-century until the Chinese successes in Szechuan 
around 1910, and he does not discuss (only ridicules) the political eco-
nomic constellation created by the western imperialism, the “pepper and 
tea for opium” mechanism, which made the Chinese economy largely 
dependent on the many foreign intruders. he does not discuss the moral 
conflict explicitly arising among the colonial leaders in Asia (warren 
hastings, Raffles, Crawfurd, Coen, Mossel or hogendorp and many oth-
ers) between their detailed knowledge of how socially bad opium was and 
their decision to use and exploit it anyway in their political and economic 
decisions. 

Last but not least, the British and other western colonial powers did 
not introduce “modernization”, “democracy”, “capitalism” and whatever 
other values they preached at home. The violent narco-military assault hit 
Asian societies which were revolutionizing like the Chinese in the most 
unexpected and most unwelcome manner: this assault only aggravated 
and exploited existing misery and created new miseries to such a degree 
that China was unable to counter new external enemies like the Japanese. 
Before leaving the country in disgrace, the west had performed only a 
criminal act by creating unprecedented criminality. All the above belongs 
to the Opium Question. 

About Opium Gangsters

To illustrate the above criticism, a short history of the origin of all present 
opium gangsterism is appropriate. Almost by definition that origin must 

96 e. Sinn, p. 18.
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be found in the framework of western imperialism, Asian department. 
herein the first commercial exploitation of the poppy was established in 
the middle of the 17th-century by the Dutch VOC (see ch. 11). Further 
preconditions for creating a narco-military organization of a mixed pri-
vate-state nature were developed then. The Dutch Amphioen Society (see 
ch. 14) could be seen as the first autonomous, purely private opium-deal-
ers organization backed by a state on a purely private profit basis, which 
was deliberately dealing in a “morally wrong product” in a corrupt way. 
That they earned fabulous amounts of money with this activity is, in fact, 
also perceived as a basic element of a criminal opium organization: only 
successful ventures get publicity!

Still something is “missing” in all this if one wants to become a full-
fledged criminal organization: the breach of law. But that was available, 
even among the Dutch. In the 17th-century there were many crimes which 
were punished severely by the VOC. They did not concern dealing in or 
producing opium as such, although everyone knew how dangerous (and 
attractive) this drug was. The private business of VOC employees was offi-
cially prohibited and perceived as a criminal act, but mostly connived at. 
Occasionally, this corruption was attacked with draconian measures. 
That was the Dutch custom. 

At least from the beginning of the 17th-century, several Asian govern-
ments can be found which prohibited opium smoking and trade, threat-
ening them with serious punishments; in the 18th-century it was already 
difficult to find one which did not prohibit it. This was the case with gov-
ernments in the Middle east, Mughal India, China or the east Indies. It 
was also perceived as a typical “foreign crime”, introduced by the western 
merchants-pirates-conquerors. This made the crime worse. 

Finally, there were not only geographical differences between laws, but 
many others which do not need elaborating here (see ch. 25).97 Anyway, 
the so-called “law of conquest” does not apply to them, but only to con-
quests. There is, furthermore, the remarkable fact that conquerors 

97 See the discussion about the study of law in the colonial context from Simon Rob-
erts in T. Ingold (ed.), p. 973–976. what was “customary law” and what was its relationship 
with the “colonial project”? From this “project” (what a misleading name!) is derived colo-
nial legislation as an application of colonial rule including its usual ridiculing of adat-rules 
and similar indigenous legislations Still, even this excellent handbook does not hide the 
extensive reliance of anthropology as a scientific discipline on the “colonial project”: the 
question of whether this “project” was a criminal one is not discussed and that is, accord-
ing to me, the basic question which we can easily affirm. 
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 themselves, time and again, from Jan huygen van Linschoten onwards, 
thought of opium distribution as something morally wrong. 

The comparison with slavery points automatically to the remarkable 
discrepancy: at the same time that the British successfully fought the abo-
lition struggle, they embarked on the largest opium “injection” of foreign 
people ever (which was seen by many in england as a genuine criminal 
act) and on the coolie trade between China and the USA, a trade in “free 
slaves”.98 

The conclusion from the above seems unavoidable: the opium intro-
duction in China by the english was a criminal act, a matter of gangster-
ism as the ultimate consequence of the western assault on China. Let’s 
see whether empirical data can support this complicated thesis, by show-
ing how Chinese society was destabilized and who did it. This, further-
more, has to highlight that it happened through opium as a source for 
profit and political gain and not through the opium addicts, as some still 
believe.99 

One thing must be understood: opium gangsterism in China is some-
thing very different than Chinese gangsterism. The former dates from ca. 
1800 and is conducted by western smugglers, traders, bankers and the like 
(including their Chinese collaborators), who together made the opium 
business.

Chinese gangsterism received its main influence (and got the most 
publicity) in China through Shanghai in the 1930s but existed from ca. 
1900. This was the time when gangster wars in Chicago were reported dai-
ly. 

The main characteristic was, of course, that in the 19th-century, Chinese 
laws were constantly being violated, fundamental differences between 
legal and illegal, trade and smuggling, western and Chinese views, narco-
military actions and peaceful commercial negotiations were deliberately 
and constantly blurred or provoked by foreign intruders under the cloak 
of their extraterritoriality. 

98 G. endacott, p. 127 ff.; D. Meyer, p. 115 ff. and ch. 17 the use of coolies in the Dutch 
east Indies in the tin mines on Billiton. The Dutch were, anyway, more consistent: they 
were the last in the world to abolish their extensive use of slaves (1868), embarked imme-
diately on an extensive coolie trade and use, and its government always continued to 
exploit opium until kicked out of Indonesia. 

99 Of course, the following is based on and only a shadow of the highly intriguing work 
of Brian Martin, Jonathan Marshall and Frederic wakeman. In ch. 6 and ch. 7 mention is 
made about the background of the Sassoons, etc. here mainly their activities in China are 
highlighted. See also S. Chapman, p. 131 ff.
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Around 1900 it was clear that a transformation had developed in all 
this: instead of an external assault from foreign pirates, smugglers, “legal” 
and illegal opium dealers, there were established internal interests ruling 
a Chinese underground. That transformation and its consequences are 
discussed here.

Shanghai was opened to the opium trade at the moment the biggest 
British opium dealer, Jardine, arrived in town (november 1843). he imme-
diately hired Chinese collaborators for the distribution, who must have 
been viewed as terrible traitors. It took only a few years before half of the 
total opium imported to China was concentrated in Shanghai; the other 
half was imported in the hong Kong-Canton-Macao region. Profit from 
opium had given the Jardine firm a commanding lead in both export from 
India and import into China. Thanks to its large shipping fleet, this firm 
could sustain a coastal distribution system. It ‘ensured that this lead 
would be held whether opium imports were legalized or not’.100 

Jardine, Matheson and Co’s negative assessment about the possibilities 
for manufactured goods in China (and about the heavy tax on tea in 
england) encouraged, continued and accelerated investments in opium. 
This meant not only closer links to Indian opium production or transport, 
but also that ‘a more elaborate and expensive distribution and sales sys-
tem in China’ had to be developed. A large network of Chinese employees, 
merchants or officials was gradually established ‘who provided the mar-
ket information and the smuggling facilities which made the trade possi-
ble’.

This trade was so effective and profitable that in the house of Commons 
and in the manufacturing branch, opium was blamed for absorbing the 
purchasing power of the Chinese to the detriment of all other imports. 
The complaints were directed first and foremost to Jardine personally, 
who defended himself by arguing that profit from opium was the catalyst 
of China’s foreign trade. 

Along two lines his company practically defended the opium trade as 
such. First, ‘to secure the opium trade from the possible interference of 
the British government through the British navy’.101 Second, to avoid the 
competition of ‘men of small capital’ and to oppose a legalization of the 
trade, because

100 e. LeFevour, p. 8 also for the following quotations.
101 Idem, p. 12.
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abolition of the smuggling system would lower delivery costs and thus 
would certainly increase competition and encourage the “men of small 
capital” arriving in China with high hopes for trade under the treaty. Legal-
ization might also have confined opium sales to hong Kong where the 
quasi-monopoly advantages of the coastal system would have been impos-
sible.102 

From this one can learn how an underground system works in an imperi-
alistic setting: of course, outside legality, but also as monopoly (fighting 
against competitors) and through its own distribution network based on 
bribes; if something went wrong, this foreign company must be confident 
that it could rely on the navy. 

The Opium wars gave Jardine, Matheson & Co. a great advantage: their 
share in the Indian export rose to two-thirds of the total with monopoly 
(and therefore high) prices. Its ships became better armed so that they 
could fight the Chinese underground competitors, pirates looking for 
profitable opium ships. These gangster fights became regular practice, the 
total number of illicit participants in the opium business increased expo-
nentially. 

From the 1840s Jardine easily mastered these new challenges and cre-
ated a new substantial extension to this whole opium network by moving 
from the Canton-Macao- hong Kong region to Shanghai. he extended his 
firm as well by its cooperation with Dent, forming a ‘duopoly’ and mixing 
legal (tea, silk, cloth) with illegal trade. In fact, this negated the border 
between what today would be called the upperground and underground, 
spreading corruption on a larger scale in society. The money details of the 
deals and trade are mentioned elsewhere (part 2 and appendix 1).

The Chinese helpers of Jardine and other foreign dealers were concen-
trated in Canton before the First Opium war. They acted as compradors, 
interpreters, shroffs (to detect bad coins) and clerks. each Jardine ship 
had a standard equipage of a comprador, a shroff and an interpreter. 
Gradually, some of them established their own firms to deal with the for-
eigners. At the headquarters in hong Kong or Shanghai, there was a large 
Chinese staff for repairing ships, warehousing and accounting. But these 
works always depended ‘upon the willingness of Chinese dealers to face 
the risk and expense of a nominally illegal trade’.103 

how the internal Chinese opium market really functioned is not very 
clear from the Jardine-Matheson papers, probably because the huge 

102 Idem, p. 13.
103 Idem, p. 22.
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imports were enough to know that it functioned anyway. But during the 
Taiping Revolts it was reported ‘that Chinese dealers could not supply 
areas where the imperial administration no longer existed since official 
approval, or Taiping hostility, apparently determined conditions of distri-
bution and sale’.104 Apart from the necessity of assistance from state 
bureaucrats who depended in difficult times often on revenue from opi-
um sales, this information is not very helpful.

In coastal regions, however, sometimes specific Chinese guilds were 
established which controlled the distribution and became specialized in 
the illegal opium trade like at Swatow (now Shantou), north of Canton. 
The Opium Guild here frequently bought supplies from hong Kong. It is 
said that the Chinese opium criminals stimulated the cultivation of local-
ly grown poppies and that they mixed this with the foreign one after the 
1850s. If available, this Chinese production must have been very small for 
decades and certainly did not influence the continuously increasing for-
eign imports at least until the 1890s. 

In addition, the mutual cooperation of Chinese and foreign merchants, 
bankers, pawnshops, etc. in the treaty ports led to relatively few invest-
ment opportunities. new business was put forward just when the profits 
of the Indian opium trade began to decline and Chinese firms of Jardine’s 
size were established.105

For the time being, the main activities in the opium business can be 
seen, therefore, on the “foreign opium front”. After 1860 it was concentrat-
ed in the “autonomous” international settlements. In these decades, 
therefore, a criminal infrastructure must have been developed which cov-
ered an immensely large coastal area from Macao to Shanghai and their 
direct hinterlands with many “bridgeheads” in between. when “Peking” at 
last accepted legalization of the opium trade under intense pressure from 
the British and French governments, the european and American infra-
structure became “legalized” as well, but not the Chinese part of it. This 
Chinese part could now hide behind the westerners, though, and it grew 
in quantity and quality. 

The moment the Chinese government was allowed (or could not be 
hindered) to return to its traditional anti-opium stand (in the 1890s), this 
infrastructure had to disappear underground again. Its opportunities 
were now much better: a few million opium customers had to be “served” 

104 Idem, p. 23.
105 Idem, p. 25.
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now; coastal smugglers with their inland branches had to cope now with 
developed and mutually competing urban gangsters. 

On the “foreign opium front”, matters changed more profoundly. There 
was the competition between the Bengal and Malwa opium in India, 
practically a competition between the Jardine, Matheson, Dent group and 
the Sassoon group of Bombay and hong Kong (see ch. 6). 

In hong Kong David Sassoon had already opened a branch in the 1830s 
which concentrated on the illegal opium business. his firm was also 
established in Calcutta and Singapore. In the 1850s, like Jardine and his 
colleagues (mostly in cooperation with the Americans Lindsay and 
Russell), the Jewish Sassoons (later in cooperation with the Jewish ezra 
people and some Parsis) could therefore connect every link in the India-
China opium chain by the extension of their Peninsular and Oriental 
Steamship Company’s services. 

The Sassoons (& Co) had made a fortune with raw cotton exports from 
India to China. In India they were originally only involved in the opium 
business through banking activities (loans to poppy producers). In China, 
therefore, they could make quite different trade connections (legally also 
in Chinese eyes). These eased their entry into China at the moment they 
started their opium business. 

Opium was used as payment for up-country purchases of tea and silk. 
They soon imported not only raw cotton, but staggering quantities of opi-
um for staggering numbers of consumers and addicts (see Appendix 1 for 
the precise data). 

It is difficult to say which of the two groups, the British-American or 
the Jewish, was the most successful. Until the First Opium war Jardine’s 
certainly was. The competition became harsher during and after the 
Second Opium war when Sassoon sales on the coast were linked with 
increasing speculation at the Bombay sales and Calcutta auctions. They, 
furthermore, obtained a stake in the poppy production. This yielded con-
siderable benefits from the 1870s onwards, while Jardine went on the 
defensive.106 Jardine’s withdrawal from the trade was not far away: 

early in 1871, the Sassoon group was acknowledged to be the major holder 
of opium stocks in India and in China; they were owners and controllers of 
70 per cent of the total of all kinds. ... Strict control of costs in India had 
allowed the group to undersell all others in China for five years and against 

106 Idem, p. 27. See also Idem, p. 165 note 82 where Jardine wrote in a memo ‘how long 
this ruinous business’ of the Sassoons could last.
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this organization Jardine’s was defenseless; its withdrawal from the trade 
became inevitable ...107

This underselling involved not only taking smaller margins, but also by 
selling its “own” Malwa instead of the more expensive Bengal opium. The 
moment the Sassoons achieved a monopoly position, the prices of Malwa 
also increased. Another effect, however, was much more important: the 
cheap opium greatly increased the number of consumers and, because 
this opium was of an inferior quality, the health hazards increased as well. 
This certainly happened in the lower classes, who lived in the cities with-
out a decent standard of living. 

Until the 1870s Jardine, Matheson & Co. had made a profit on their own 
opium investments of about 15% and 4% on agency business. That is what 
LeFevour found in their archive, but a proper cost-benefit analysis as 
attempted in Appendix 1 suggests much higher profits. Anyway, with 
these profits the company could easily overcome its withdrawal from opi-
um and started investments in other branches (railways and banking, for 
instance).108 not only had their success turned upon the pivot of opium,

trade in drug also had the effect of channeling a major part of the com-
mercial enterprise of several large western and Indian firms in China into 
the sale and servicing of one commodity for several decades. There was no 
alternative before the 1870s.109

The substantial Chinese opium consumer market at the end of the 19th-
century was, therefore, created by concerted actions from several direc-
tions: first and foremost by the decades of activities of the two large 
western opium tycoons (the Jardines and the Sassoons), both backed by 
the Royal navy; the activities of numerous western “men of small capital”; 
the competition between expensive and cheap opium; the Chinese assis-
tants of the westerners, who gradually started their own business; the 

107 Idem, p. 29.
108 For Jardine’s banking activities see e. Banks, p. 167, p. 206 ff. (relations with Roth-

schild or Samuel-Marcus bankers), p. 441 (Jardine, Matheson, Fleming ‘had emerged as the 
dominant corporate finance house in Asia’); p. 507 (Fleming purchased in 1998 the remain-
ing 50% of Jardine Fleming from Jardine Matheson for $300 million), etc. See also S. Chap-
mann, p. 113 ff for the hong Kong & Shanghai Banking Corporation (hSBC) which was 
supported by ‘the leading Far eastern merchant houses like Sassoons and Dents from the 
first [1865], but the most eminent British firm in China, Jardine Matheson & Co, held aloof 
for a dozen years, until 1877.’ Idem, p. 142 ff. in which is shown how Jardine Matheson & 
Co. developed into a kind of nhM in the Dutch east Indies as discussed in ch. 18 including 
their original reliance on opium in order to establish a multi-functional enterprise. 

109 e. LeFevour, p. 30.

Hans Derks - 9789004225893
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:46PM

via free access



chapter thirty-two690

continuously increasing populations of the International Settlements and 
their many opportunities for criminality of all sorts.

Around 1900 the imports from India and elsewhere declined because 
opium production was established in China itself by someone (Sassoons?). 
At the end of world war I, $40 million worth of opium still arrived annu-
ally only in Shanghai. The city had over eighty shops for selling the crude 
opium and 1,500 opium houses. Many of them were visited by coolies who 
smoked a mixture of opium and the residue (dross) of more fortunate 
smokers. The owners of these dens bought their supplies from three major 
opium businesses in the International Settlement: the Zhengxia ji, Guoyu 
ji and Liwei ji.

All three were owned by Swatow (Chaozhou) merchants who constituted 
their own guild which in turn, around 1906, bought the Persian and Indian 
opium from four foreign merchant houses: David Sassoon & Co, e.D. Sas-
soon, S.J. David and edward ezra.110

Four foreigners who worked so closely together that they practically acted 
as one firm. Swatow people connected Cantonese gangs with Shanghai 
ones known as the Red Gang. The four foreign merchants were originally 
Jews from India. They reacted to the relative decline of the opium imports 
with a triple strategy: 1. they linked their businesses into the Shanghai 
Opium Merchants Combine (1913) and signed an agreement with the 
Swatow gangsters to buy their Indian (Bengal and Malwa) and Persian 
opium exclusively; 2. they made an agreement with the Municipal Council 
so that in the International Settlement the Combine’s opium had the 
monopoly; they, furthermore, asked from the Council to close down the 
small retail shops dealing in “smuggled” opium; 3. they reached a profit-
able opium duty agreement with the yuan Shikai’s government (1915) in 
return for specific payments. 

After these foreign and local gangsters had created a monopoly, they 
increased the prices, claiming that the Indian opium was of much better 
quality than the Chinese one. It helped: from 1912 to 1916 the price of their 
Bengal opium increased sixfold and of Malwa fivefold. These were usuri-
ous prices, because the world prices were much lower.111 They even man-
aged to forge an agreement with the warlord Feng Guozhang to sell their 
remaining stocks for $14 million payable in government bonds at 40% of 

110 F. wakeman, p. 35.
111 Idem, p. 327 note 73.
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face value. The warlord’s pleasure lasted only briefly, because in January 
1919 most of these stocks were destroyed. 

But again Jewish opium dealers were accused of being behind all this. 
The medical doctors K. Chimin wong/w. Lien-Teh reported in their 
History concerning the successful prohibition campaign of the central 
government:

The combine of Jewish merchants, who had been the principal promoters 
of the trade, began to rush opium into the country and accumulated a huge 
stock at Shanghai. eventually, a bargain was struck with some unscrupulous 
officials, and about 1,500 chests of opium were purchased on behalf of the 
Central Government at the price of Tls. 6,200 per chest. when the news 
leaked out, the people all over the country raised an outcry, especially as 
the excuse for buying the opium was that it was destined for the manufac-
ture of medicine!112 

Once the legal trade ended the Swatow gang organized a new and illegal 
monopoly. But part of the opium money was available for speculation in 
real estate. In particular, the new quarters of the foreign rich were the 
objects of speculators, rapidly raising land values by 973% between 1906 
and 1936.113 One of the ezra brothers even sold his property to the US 
Government.114

In the meantime all opium relations were established underground: 
the import, distribution and Chinese production. nearly all warlords 
asked for their share in exchange for military protection of the opium in 
transit. Competition among gangs with gang fights occurred, and the four 
foreign providers had to go underground. The whole circuit was now a 
criminal one for all parties and for all legalistic considerations. 

Its international connections can be sketched by means of a most 
notorious example known as the ezra opium case, involving a deal of the 
ezra brothers. Their opium business was hidden behind the Dahloong Tea 
Company.115 The tea-for-opium mechanism remained intact long after its 
initiation. Their Combine once bought (1923-24) a multimillion-dollar car-
go of high-grade Turkish opium. This was shipped by a Japanese vessel 
from Constantinople to Vladivostok, where it was transshipped for the 
destination China. however, the captain of the ship made his own deal 
with rival opium smugglers: when he arrived at the coast near Shanghai, 

112 K. Chimin wong, w. Lien-Teh, p. 603.
113 Idem, p. 66.
114 J. Marshall, p. 28.
115 F. wakeman, p. 37 ff. and p. 328 notes 83–85. 
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he unloaded fifty chests of opium into a waiting junk and pocketed the 
profits. The smugglers brought the stuff to Shanghai where it was stored 
in one of the many underground warehouses in the French Concession 
and elsewhere in the International Settlement.

One of the ezra brothers, Alexander, became aware of this. he went to 
his friends among the police who started an investigation. Indeed, they 
discovered an elaborate storage depot for opium, complete with false 
walls, secret doors, and a warren of tunnels. Alas, for the ezra brothers 
and their colleagues, the revelations about their opium syndicate were 
publicised which

shocked the world and led to a recommendation by the League of nations 
that all ships heading for the Far east be searched at the Suez Canal. Japan 
refused to support this measure, and the scheme was never adopted.116 

The downfall of the ezra brothers followed a routine narcotics arrest 
(April 1933): Judah ezra, just arrived at San Francisco, was arrested with 
his brother. Agents discovered an entire warehouse full of drugs worth 
$50 million. The ezras were sentenced to twelve years in prison. Both 
were released in 1940, whereupon Judah returned to Japanese-occupied 
China. In 1947 their names circulated again in the press after workmen 
discovered a huge stash of narcotics hidden in the ceiling while renovat-
ing a former ezra house. Anslinger’s Bureau of Narcotics accused Judah 
seven years later of supplying a large narcotics ring out of hong Kong.117

The details of the history of Jewish opium gangs in China or the USA 
still remain to be uncovered, as does the investment history of the opium 
profits. The pious ezra established several synagogues in Shanghai. The 
Sassoons speculated in all kinds of International Settlement real estate, 

116 ezra himself never recovered the opium, because he was in serious difficulty con-
cerning his nationality: if he had had the “right” nationality, he could have enjoyed extra-
territoriality and recovered the opium. Alas, it was discovered that he had the Turkish 
nationality and not the Spanish one as he claimed. Turkey, as a member of the central 
european powers which had fought against China, had forfeited its treaty privileges. Doc-
uments seized in the ezra raid revealed, among others, that the Jewish opium syndicate 
had a deal with the Chinese navy, army and police to protect their narcotics. Publicity 
about it was now not beneficial for the ezra brothers. 

117 J. Marshall, p. 28, 29. here one can find also all the details about the ezra brother’s 
chief Shanghai Chinese collaborator, ye Ching ho, a most notorious and clever gangster 
with many political connections. he was very close to the Japanese occupiers as well as to 
Chiang Kai-shek. his story is comparable to the famous leader of the Green Gang, Du yue-
sheng (see below). For the western part of the opium business, Marshall also points to 
other American Jewish gangster bosses, which—like it or not—suggests a specific expla-
nation. 
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but also in land on the outskirts of the city. This happened on such a scale 
that the Chinese authorities were afraid that the foreigners wanted to 
extend the Settlement, including its extraterritoriality privileges.118 

One conclusion from this short history of the opium criminality intro-
duced by foreigners in China is that there was a fundamental transforma-
tion from an illegal external assault by private western smugglers 
inducing a learning process for Chinese smugglers and dealers violating 
Chinese laws, to the internal involvement of the same private foreigners 
in strong cooperation with full-fledged Chinese gangs. 

Another conclusion is that initially, these British and Indian-Jewish 
smugglers were backed (in)directly by the British navy, eIC and British 
government: without this support, ready to wage war for the benefit of an 
opium market of/for British entrepreneurs, it would have been impossi-
ble for the Jardines or Sassoons and their Chinese criminal supporters to 
obtain their huge profits. For the period after the transformation, it was 
again the combination of foreign and Chinese criminals which could not 
succeed without the backing of military and state officials. This will be 
explained further in the next section about the relationship of the 
Kuomintang (KMT) movement with the opium business.

The last conclusion is a technical one: the “Jardine approach” was char-
acterized by a straightforward conquering of a market with a new prod-
uct, opium, involving all kinds of unorthodox methods (from the Gutzlaff 
Bible assistance to bribing everybody on the way ahead), and illegality 
was preferred since legality was too time-consuming. Cooperation with 
many helpers on a few aspects after the product was bought at auction: 
money, transportation, distribution to a place where it could be handed 
over to other parties; in short, act as mediators.

118 The Economist (May 29th 2010, p. 57) reports about the reopening of one of these 
synagogues, the Ohel Rachel, built in the 1920s. Judaism is too limited in China and not 
one of the five officially recognized religions. everything can change, they must have 
thought by opening this building without mentioning its history: ‘… the heritage signs 
posted on them typically give little detail about their previous significance’. The rabbi who 
organized the opening believes that Shanghai’s economic revival has made officials more 
confident in treating its complex history, and able ‘to use the past to benefit the future—
even if the past was not so much to their liking’. It is a pity that Jewish propaganda was not 
far away, because talking about a Jewish ghetto in old Shanghai is far beyond reality. The 
article ends with the words: ‘Some history is still too hard to face.’ Let’s hope for the  
rabbi that the Jewish opium history will not be faced again. It will be difficult to negate  
C. Trocki’s (1999) sixth chapter which is headed ‘In the hands of Jews and Armenians’  
(p. 109 -137).
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The “Sassoon approach” was characterized by management from the 
production in the poppy field all the way to the consumer-addict, which 
allowed a “squeezing out” of every phase in the process in order to end up 
with the largest profits for the lowest cost. The work done through this 
last approach had to remain underground from the first smuggling to the 
final cooperation with their own Shanghai acquaintance and largely exe-
cuted by one’s own kin119; in short, it is the self-sufficient form of a classi-
cal gang concentrated in one branch. 

The last remark concerns the drive for public respectability, knowing 
the highly dubious character of their work. This applies to the Jardines 
and to some Sassoons, some of whom managed to became British aristo-
crats: “respect” remained the dangerous concept of honor in the mafia 
scene.120 

KMT Opium Activities

The estimation at the time was that just the Shanghai drug traffic brought 
in $6 million a month ‘to whomever controlled the city’. This contraband 
trade was, therefore, an irresistible lure for warlords. The most famous 
among them, the Kuomintang (KMT), was no exception. More than other 
warlords, the KMT leadership was intimately connected with the fabu-
lous and very quick transformation of an immense country like China 
from an imperial and/or feudal-patrimonial state with religious-moralis-
tic overtones and a strong agricultural base into an industrial, heavily 
urbanized, republican nation. 

From 1911 (abdication of emperor) to 1949 (victory of the Communist 
Party, CCP) this nation was politically dominated by many warlords and a 
few civil ones like Sun yat Sen and Mao Zedong. They fought with each 
other in various coalitions about what to choose as the main model of 
state and society: a nationalist or a socialist one. 

After 1927 the KMT of Chiang Kai-shek became the leading organiza-
tion in the military-nationalist arena and the CCP of Mao Zedong led in 

119 A quite typical Jewish glorifying picture of the Sassoon family and their stay in 
Shanghai is given by David Kranzler on the Sugihara website www.pbs.org. For the ezra 
brothers see Wikipedia ‘edward Isaac ezra’ and for the whole Jewish scene in Shanghai, see 
the article of Robert Cairns, Colorful Jewish community contributed much to Shanghai, in: 
www.dangoor.com/issue76/articles/76096.htm, etc.

120 without any doubt the largest opium criminal of all from 1912-1951, Du yuesheng, 
was still invited even after the war by the British embassy as an honored guest, along with 
distinguished diplomats. J. Marshall, p. 43.
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the civil-socialist one. Both had to rely at some stage wholly or partly on 
the support of one or more imperialist powers. The simple reason was 
that these foreigners could not be removed from the Chinese coasts with-
out a military power which the Chinese did not have. In addition, they 
were a major source of money income for the feuding Chinese parties. In 
the Republican period the foreigners no longer contemplated conquering 
China, except Japan which perished like all the others. The foreigners 
were confined to playing the divide and rule game: the USA supported 
both Chiang Kai-shek and Mao at some stage; the Chiang’s White Terror 
against the Communists was not only assisted by gangsters, but also by 
police squads and the leadership of the French Concession (indirectly by 
other foreign powers in the International Settlement).121 warlords and 
also Chiang Kai-shek during the White Terror played the power game by 
blackmailing representatives of foreign powers to pay huge sums in 
exchange for “protection”. 

It made Chinese life in this period pretty complicated and bloody: opi-
um addicts and Communists were murdered wholesale. Gangsters, police 
and military killed at least four thousand Communists or people who are 
defined as such. This is the main context of China’s exterior position, to 
which an equally important interior choice must be added. 

A paradoxical development can be seen. while notoriously anti-urban, 
the military-nationalists were practically confined to the new urban 
world, while the typically urban CP had to rely on the agricultural coun-
tryside, so that both had in fact the wrong ideological base to fulfill the 
tasks they wanted to perform. The warlords, including the Kuomintang 
(KMT), intended to conquer large parts or the whole of China with or 
without Japan, perceiving their military rule as a replacement for the 
imperial or old provincial rule, and to construct a society according to the 
top-down military hierarchy with all its consequences. It was the classical 
land-based state model overruling town and country. 

The socialists wanted a bottom-up civil society anyway, but ultimately 
had to replace the urban proletariat by peasants and much later by coun-
tryside communes and urban neighborhood organizations. 

The combination of these different interior and exterior positions 
determined to a large extent not only the outcome of the struggle between 
the military versus the civilians, the KMT versus the CCP, the mutual civil 
wars from 1911-1949, the fate of the many imperialist intruders, but also 

121 F. wakeman, p. 122 ff. and passim.
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the development of the opium business, consumption and production. 
Only this latter development will be illustrated here with the following 
examples.

For the outsider it was, anyway, highly confusing: around 1935 the 
whole country seemed to be one great opium den if one could believe the 
papers and the mostly very exaggerated (dis)information from all sides. 
According to the American observer woodhead (December 1934):

It is rather curious to read in the newspapers on the same morning a report 
from one Chinese news agency stating that altogether 204 opium traffickers 
have been executed in China during the current year; from another that at 
present there are about 30,000,000 opium and drug addicts in the country; 
and from a correspondent in Poseh (Kwangsi) a description of the arrival 
in that city of a caravan carrying 1,800,000 ounces of opium, which was 
stored in the offices of the Opium Suppression Bureau …122

It is important to consider the intimate relationship between the war-
lords’ armies, including the KMT, and opium. Apart from the land taxes, 
opium was one of the main means to finance their wars and state or pro-
vincial bureaucracies.123 After the last energetic anti-opium campaigns of 
the central government, opium became the concern of two powers: the 
upperground operating warlords and bureaucratic leaders from Peking or 
the provinces and the underground of several Chinese gangster organiza-
tions. Both were looking constantly to cooperate suspiciously with each 
other without losing their grip on their own fate. The rather complicated 
story of the warlords, their cliques and networks cannot be described 
here.124 Some opium relations of the first and a short profile of the Chinese 
mafia must suffice.

Besides the KMT, there was the notorious warlord wu P’ei-fu, main 
antagonist of Chiang Kai-shek and head of the so-called Chihli (or Zhili) 
Clique. Against all previous successful suppression measures, by mid-
1920, officials of this clique stimulated opium cultivation on a large scale 
in Fukien, honan and Shensi. The related Canton government organized 
opium production in other parts of Fukien, Kweichow, Szechuan and 
yunnan. In Manchuria poppy cultivation was started on a lower level, but 

122 Quoted in J. Marshall, p. 22.
123 About the many kinds of land taxes invented in this time to squeeze the peasants, 

see J. Sheridan, p. 24 ff.
124 For the following J. Fairbank (ed.), passim, mainly p. 294 ff.; w. walker III, p. 31 and 

entry ‘wu P’ei-fu’ in: Encyclopedia of World Biography (Thomson Gale, 2004).
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in most of China all remained “silent” on the opium front. Often one used 
the slogan: ‘Salvation from Poverty through Opium growth!”

Another one is the ‘Christian General’, Feng yü-hsiang, active in the 
period 1912-1925 in hunan and the northwest of China.125 he was one of 
the very few warlords who actively struggled against the opium business. 
when he settled in Ch’angte (hunan), he embarked on a program to 
stamp out three vices: narcotics, gambling and prostitution. he estimated 
that 5% of the population here was addicted. he prohibited the sale and 
smoking of opium and had opium traders arrested. Feng’s men confiscat-
ed all possible drugs and just before he left Ch’angte in the spring of 1920, 
he publicly burned the stocks. The fire lasted three days and nights. 

Feng also looked to treating the victims. A sanitarium, stocked with 
medicine and food, was set up in order to cure the addicts. They were 
encouraged to come voluntarily for treatment, but those who were unwill-
ing were brought by force. If the treatment was successful, they were 
offered a job. All this was a rather clever program, although it had its lim-
its: Feng was lax toward the upper class; no landowner, official, merchant 
or other prosperous person was urged to go to the sanitarium.

By 1925 Feng yü-hsiang had a reputation as a reformer. he was now 
operating in the northwest and had an ‘excessive preoccupation with the 
question of funds’, and notwithstanding his reputation, he started to prof-
it from opium sales. Opium was sold openly and illegally in Kalgan, so that 
a tax could be imposed. The only thing that can be said about it was that 
it came too late to save Feng’s position and generated too little money. A 
year later he invaded the distant Kansu along the Mongolian border, 
apparently motivated by the lucrative Kansu opium tax.126 

This example demonstrates that even the “white elephant” of a mili-
tary-warlord-reformer had to rely on opium due to the high cost of his 
military enterprise and the lack of other resources. That was never the 
case with the most spectacular example of the Shanghai Green Gang 
under the leadership of Du yuesheng (or yue-sheng) described earlier.127 
his relation to the main warlord must be highlighted below.

125 For the following see J. Sheridan, p. 91 ff., 157 ff. and passim.
126 Idem, p. 193, 196, 246.
127 For practical reasons, for the following I had to rely on, first, B. Martin (1995), 

although F. wakeman (1995) and B. Martin (1996) are much more extensive. Martin and 
wakeman collaborated. See also C. Trocki (1999a), p. 133 who relies on Jonathan Marshall’s 
study on opium business of the government. See also P. Brendon, p. 346 ff about the 
Shanghai opium situation: ‘at least half ‘ of the police officers was ‘involved in the opium 
traffic’, etc. “Green Gangs” had a countryside and an urban base. The Shanghai GG had a 
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From 1927 (takeover of Shanghai by the KMT) there was a rather unsta-
ble relationship with this Green Gang, but after 1932 it was fully integrated 
into the nationalist’s power structure. Its functions: opium financing, 
anti-communist struggle and “special (intelligence) operations”. 

Initially, Du yuesheng tried a divide and rule policy:

According to the minutes of the … CCP Shanghai ... Du yuesheng ... offered 
to keep in check the activities of all Green Gang groups throughout Shang-
hai in return for the CCP’s not moving against the opium traffic … There is 
reason to believe that just such a deal lay at the heart of the Green Gang’s 
cooperation with the … [KMT] … in the anti-Communist coup of April 12, 
1927 …128 

The gangsters knew everything about “protection”, and since they accept-
ed the KMT’s protection, they had to pay a substantial price. Also, the 
KMT-nanjing government, in order to “regulate” its taxes, always contem-
plated the possibility of an official opium monopoly. The entrenched 
interests of the Green Gang were seriously challenged, and before 1933 it 
paid $40 million in opium revenue, which later jumped to $30 million 
monthly. By that time Du yuesheng’s company (‘Da Kongsi, The Big 
Company’), like the Japanese in Tianjin, had set up heroin and morphine 
laboratories. It was so successful that “China” could start a very profitable 
export of these substances to the USA. 

The consequences were serious and had a global impact:

American gangsters beginning with Arnold Rothstein and going on to 
Meyer Lansky, Charles “Lucky” Luciano, Louis “Lepke” Buchalter and Jasha 
Katsenberg forged links with Chinese drug lords, both in Shanghai and 
California, to obtain supplies for the growing American narcotics market.129 

country base as well; its traditions provided organizational and legitimizing structure for 
the criminal activities in this multi-million city. They constituted ‘one hundred thousand 
or so gangsters’ in Shanghai spread over distinct and competing groups busy with opium, 
prostitution, gambling, kidnapping, protection and labor contracting. Du yuesheng is also 
prepared to organize on a substantial scale boycotts of or resistance to the Japanese or 
relief for refugees. he never forgets his financial opium interests when cooperating with 
the Shanghai bourgeoisie. his original power base was situated in the French concession, 
cooperating with representatives of the French government. From 1932 he succeeded in 
establishing a Chinese power base in this concession after some difficulties: as the gang-
ster boss of bosses, he also played an important role in the politics of Shanghai. And this is 
only part of the Du yuesheng story: his close relations with the Kwomintang, the Japanese 
but also the American secret services is astonishing reading. See J. Marshall, p. 38–42.

128 B. Martin, p. 65, 66.
129 C. Trocki (1999a), p. 133. They are nearly all gangsters with a Jewish background. It 

seems at least logical that they also had relations with the Sassoon opium and Shanghai 
real estate empire with all its connections to an upperworld.
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Du and other right-wing leaders in the KMT were also involved in estab-
lishing “fascist cells” of black-shirted bully-boys to raid left-wing presses, 
bookstores, schools and universities. he also became the ‘sworn brother’ 
of Dai Li, “Chiang’s Monster”; the Mayor of Shanghai was on his payroll for 
Ch$500,000 a month! As the spider at the centre of the web of an official 
opium monopoly, it enabled him ‘to promote his opium interests quite 
openly’, and so on. After 1933 the KMT and gangsters developed many 
ties so that what Marshall concluded became true: Chiang Kai-shek 

pragmatically forged alliances with provincial bosses and urban gangsters 
who demanded protection for their stake in the opium traffic. Chiang him-
self soon learned the political potential of the traffic and used it to finance 
his wars against the Japanese, Communists, and rival warlords. By moving 
to centralize the traffic under his personal control under the guise of “sup-
pression”, he sought to extend his regime’s control. As a result, corruption 
and gangsterism, part of Chiang’s unhappier inheritance, thrived as never 
before.130 

This policy continued in fact until the victory of the Red Army and the 
CCP could definitely end the opium menace in China. however, outside 
China the system warlords + Opium remained intact in Southeast Asia 
and elsewhere as we have seen, while the Chinese remained involved in 
the opium traffic. For Americans, far away in some washington office, it 
was difficult to discover the difference between one Chinese and the oth-
er. 

A Mao Opium Case?

It is well-known that after Mao came to power, one of the first programs 
implemented was against the use, trade, production and cultivation of 
opium. In February 1950 Premier Zhou enlai issued an extensive order 
against opium. The first action of its kind had been started about forty 
years earlier (1906), but after a spectacular beginning, it stopped through 
the subsequent warlordism and the massive spread of opium and its 
derivatives by nearly all warring parties (propaganda also claimed the 
same of Mao and his compatriots, but it was never proved). The 1950 pro-
gram, however, must be qualified in all probability as the first concerted 
action on this scale which was successful. Therefore, some details must be 
mentioned. The key parts of this opium liberation program as executed at 

130 Quoted by C. Trocki (1999a), p. 133.
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the county level (in this case in yanhe, a county of Guizhou) are the fol-
lowing:

1. Deep and broad propaganda about the dangers of opium, encouraging 
the masses to participate in opium suppression. 2. Prohibiting poppy grow-
ing. The local cadres, anti-bandit troops, and leaders of mass organizations 
were to carry out inspections and encourage peasants who raised poppy to 
uproot it themselves. Those who refused were to be dealt with by the Pub-
lic Security Bureau. 3. To prohibit opium shipment, manufacture and sales. 
Those things are entirely evil, and those who dared to challenge the law 
would be punished. Those who produced opium had to give up their equip-
ment to be destroyed by the masses ... 4. Prohibiting opium smoking. As 
opium had been poisoning the county for a long time there were many 
opium addicts, with the greatest numbers among the workers and the peas-
ants, and it was important to educate them so that they could cure them-
selves. Those who were deeply addicted … could be registered and receive 
anti-opium pills ... Those who, in the end, could not be cured, besides under-
going forced labor, would not be eligible to receive the fruits of the struggle 
with feudalism …131 

Chao Zhongli tells how in yanhe county in December 1950, 1663.3 ounc-
es of opium were found. In addition, 274 pipes were confiscated, 15 opi-
um addicts were ‘purified’, and only 6 mu (= ca. 1 acre) of poppy were 
discovered. The latter achievement was due to the fact that poppy sprouts 
were difficult to see in this season among other sprouts. In January of the 
next year, 10 mu was found somewhere in the mountains, while ‘the evil 
landlord Xiao Xiaofeng’ had hidden 10 jin (= ca. 13 pound) of opium. 

At the end of 1951, the yield of the police was not bad: 6,171 mu (= ca 
1,000 acres) of poppies were uprooted, 148,000 ounces of opium collected, 
272 pipes burned, and 36 opium criminals sentenced from four months to 
two and a half years. During the third and fifth campaigns, some opium 
was found, but the report says that after two years, opium ‘vanished like a 
puff of smoke’. 

The only thing we can say about these figures is that notwithstanding 
its location in or near a classical opium region, the given quantities are 
not very impressive. elsewhere, the period necessary to make this change 

131 From Document 19 in A. Baumler (ed.), p. 181–186. It concerns a translation from 
the Chinese of Chao Zhongli’ s memoirs published in: Guizhou wenshi ziliao 2(1990),  
p. 87–93. In 2007 this district was situated in the prefecture of Tongren with about four 
million inhabitants; on average the districts have about 400,000 inhabitants. In 1950 this 
must have been substantially lower. A reasonable guess seems to be 80,000 to 100,000 
people. See also an article in a China Now magazine (1977), reproduced on the SACU (Soci-
ety for Anglo-Chinese Understanding) website: www.sacu.org/opium.html.
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would be much longer. working at top speed, it could take between two 
and four years in rural areas, and five to ten years in urban centers, 
depending on demographic features and the patience of the investigators. 
This must have been achieved because, indeed, the Opium Problem in 
China ‘vanished like a puff of smoke’ after 150 years of Chinese struggle 
against the foreign import. The subject, however, did not disappear as a 
propaganda item.

During the years 1940 to 1949, Mao Zedong and his compatriots still 
had many remarkable friends in the USA in the highest echelons of soci-
ety, including the US Army (“China hands”). There existed a substantial 
distrust of Chiang Kai-shek and his nationalists.132 This friendly relation-
ship could easily change with new persons in the State Department or 
secret services. In these circles a strange mixture of opportunism and 
hypocrisy with sectarian belief-systems was (and is) the rule: cooperation 
with Chinese opium criminals like Du yuesheng or with Chinese pirates 
could be perceived as highly attractive regardless of the official anti-opi-
um policy. As a “Cold war” raged, everything became possible, as the fol-
lowing story demonstrates.133

In Alfred McCoy’s unsurpassed The Politics of Heroin, there is an appen-
dix with a clear title: ‘Isn’t It True That Communist China Is the Center of the 
International Narcotics Traffic? No’.134 McCoy’s argument runs as follows, 
which is symptomatic of his highly sound complaint about the devastat-
ing agitation of secret services in the present world.

Once Mao and the CCP founded the People’s Republic of China (PRC), 
official and unofficial spokesmen in the US and Taiwan charged that ‘the 
Chinese Communists were exporting vast quantities of heroin to earn 
much-needed foreign exchange’. In particular, the American director of 

132 J. Taylor, passim; see, for instance, the rows between the conservative general Sit-
well and Chiang Kai-shek, whereas the former was heavily influenced by Mao-friendly 
authors like edgar Snow, harold Isaacs, etc. Sitwell explained that ‘it was not in the nature 
of Chinese to be Communists’, etc. (see idem, p. 191 ff.), in his mouth a form of “philo-
semitism”.

133 See J. Marshall, p. 42 ff.
134 A. McCoy, p. 145–148. Quotations are from these pages. They concern the radical 

right-wing harry Anslinger (1892–1975), a hard-boiled intelligence addict, ‘the Father of 
the war on Drugs’ or ‘America’s first drug czar’. In the 1930s, as Director of the Federal 
Bureau of narcotics (within the Treasury Department!) he became well-known for his cru-
sade against marihuana with messages like: ‘There are 100,000 total marijuana smokers in 
the US, and most are negroes, hispanics, Filipinos and entertainers. Their Satanic music, 
jazz and swing, result from marijuana usage. This marijuana causes white women to seek 
sexual relations with negroes, entertainers and any others.’ Quoted at present on all web-
sites on “Anslinger”. See D. Musto, passim in particular chapter 9. 
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the Federal Bureau of narcotics (FBn), harry Anslinger, was busy spread-
ing this accusation together with Taiwanese officials. As late as 1961 he 
reports:

One primary outlet for the Red Chinese traffic has been hong Kong. herioin 
made in Chinese factories out of poppies grown in China is smuggled into 
hong Kong and onto freighters and planes to Malaya, Macao, the Philip-
pines, the hawaiian Islands, the United States, or, going the other direction, 
India, egypt, Africa and europe.

According to Anslinger, Los Angeles alone received 40% of the smuggled 
contraband from China’s heroin and morphine plants. After his retire-
ment, Taiwanese officials continued with the propaganda like ‘Red China 
exported some US $800 million worth of narcotics last year …’, etc. 

It was quite easy to check these messages since hong Kong and Burma 
were always named as transit points. The english customs and police offi-
cials in these locations regarded the charges as ridiculous. One of them 
declared (1971):

we’ve never had a single seizure from China since 1949, and I’ve been here 
since 1947. we have customs posts out on the boundary, and the search is 
quite strict. There is only one road and one rail connection so it is quite 
easy to control. 

In the Burma-China borderlands, several leaders of Shan rebel groups 
(usually conservative, Christian and monarchist) asserted in 1971 that 
there ‘are absolutely no opium caravans’ crossing the Chinese border. 
This was a confirmation of the findings of a BBC television crew six years 
earlier, but also of CIA agents who were very active in the region. Their 
intelligence teams learned during the 1960s that the Chinese had trans-
formed the patterns of the hill tribe agriculture in yunnan so that opium 
would not be a major crop.

On top of this came the written declarations of former collaborators of 
Anslinger. The bureau now concluded that there had been a major post-
war upheaval in the international opium trade: ‘the rapid suppression of 
China’s illicit production’ in the mid-1950s. There were, furthermore, sev-
eral complaints (1971) about the abuse of the name of the FBn by Anslinger 
like: 

every time Anslinger spoke anywhere he always said the same thing—“The 
Chicoms are flooding the world with dope to corrupt the youth of America” 
... It was kind of like the “Marijuana rots your brains” stuff the old FBn put 
out. It really destroyed our credibility, and now nobody believes us. There 
was no evidence for Anslinger’s accusations, but that never stopped him. 
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notwithstanding this, Taiwanese officials continued with their damning 
of the People’s Republic, but now the chief of the FBn, John warner, 
offered the following explanation (October 1971):

The Taiwanese floated a series of nonattributable articles in the right-wing 
press, quoting … British police officers in hong Kong saying “we have seized 
five tons of opiates in hong Kong this year”. And the article would then 
state that this came from Red China. Actually, it comes from Bangkok. The 
real object of this sudden mushrooming of this kind of propaganda is to bar 
China from the U.n.

Twenty years later the expert william walker declared:

Available evidence does not support this conclusion [the Anslinger-Taiwan 
allegations. h.D.]. It therefore ought to be relegated to the array of misper-
ceptions of the PRC held by U.S. policymakers that served to prolong a 
hostile relationship.135

 So many proofs of policy lies are seldom available; normally, they are 
published and go unpunished. In that case it should be a premium on the 
substantial morphine, etc. import from england and the USA. They were 
cynical enough to organize this through their enemy Japan. At the time 
they tried to reverse this policy, ‘Japanese, Koreans and others were ready 
to fill the gap …’136 

In addition to McCoy’s and walker’s information, it is possible to point 
to the following. From a much earlier publication, the Anslinger people 
could have realized the ambiguous content of their propaganda. There 
was already a CIA report from 1956 which explicitly examined charges of 
Chinese Communist involvement in the opium trade.137 The first sen-
tence of the summary is crystal clear, although written in the Cold war 
terminology of the day:

There is no reliable evidence to indicate that the government of Communist 
China either officially permits or actively engages in the illicit export of 
opium or its derivatives to the Free world. There is also no reliable evidence 
of Chinese Communist control over the lucrative opium trade of Southeast 
Asia and adjacent markets. There is evidence, however, that small quanti-
ties of raw opium produced by minority tribes in yunnan Province, Com-
munist China, move over the Burmese border. The annual earnings of the 

135 w. walker III, p. 219.
136 Idem, p. 218.
137 See Central Intelligence Agency (1956). This secret report was approved for release 

in november 2003, and it is now available on the Internet under its report title. even so, 
several large parts of even this 54-year-old report are blotted out, and the ‘source refer-
ences’ (appendix C) are left off. 
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Chinese Communist tribes from such sales probably would not exceed US 
$500,000 per year.138

Time and again this CIA report indicated that one has to look at Burma 
instead of China or that there ‘are a considerable number of unreliable 
reports alleging that Communist China is involved …’ etc.139 The indica-
tions the CIA had for its judgment referred to the ‘intensive campaign 
against opium production, trade and addiction’ of the CPC, the ‘complete 
lack of reliable reports on extensive production of opium’ and to reports 
‘that other Bloc countries of the Soviet Bloc have been buying opium from 
the Free world’!140

Blaming the Chinese victims has varied aspects, and many foreign 
institutions had an interest in doing so, which does not alter the relation-
ship between the original opium perpetrators and their victims. It is a pity 
that even recently, professional historians still proceed on the same road, 
which can be demonstrated with another example.

In Taiwan there was a research fellow working at the Institute of 
Modern history called yung-fa Ch’en. he recently ‘discovered that profits 
from opium production and sales by the CCP made a substantial contri-
bution to the economic development of the Shaan-Gan-ning base area 
and the financing of its government’.141 This happened in the period 1941-
1943 when the Communist Party suffered from a serious financial crisis 
with the Japanese and nationalist enemies before the gate. Later, Mark 
Selden, one of the famous American pro-CCP scholars, stated that the 
‘yan’an way’ of economic development was demonstrated for the first 
time in that area, which became the model for the Cultural Revolution 
and for the Third world as well. This was the so-called “Dazhai experi-
ence”, which was soon afterwards dropped by the CCP as irrelevant.142 

Ch’en says, therefore, that this yan’an (yenan) way would have been 
‘simply impossible’ without the opium trade and that Selden made a big 
mistake. The CCP acknowledged this last “fact” later as well for different 

138 Idem, p. 1.
139 Idem, p. 28, but see also p. 3, 5, 7.
140 Idem, p. 5.
141 C. yung-fa, p. 263, 264.
142 The importance of the yan’an (yena) episode is comparable with the whole ‘Long 

March’ story. If one is seriously able to corrupt a story like this, one has indeed arrived at 
an important result (propaganda). however, even the American political scientist David 
Apter’s contribution to T. Saich, h. van de Ven (ed.), p. 193–235 does not support the fol-
lowing Chen yung-fa’s paper, although it analyzes Mao’s role in yan’an as a contribution 
to collective action. See, in particular, p. 232 note 31. 
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reasons. A bit more interesting is the historical question of whether the 
CCP crisis of the 1940s and some use of opium by the CCP could be attrib-
uted to a nationalist economic blockade and Japanese offensives? 

It seems to me quite understandable that Mao under such miserable 
circumstances tried to solve at least his financial problems with the means 
both the well-armed nationalists and Japanese had used since the very 
beginning of their threatening regimes. he needed money or, probably, 
the opium itself, because incentives had to be given to enhance the cotton 
production in the area (his soldiers depended on this cotton for their 
clothes) while threatened by the nationalists and the Japanese. Still, all 
this must be proved!143 whatever one thinks about Mao’s policies, it is a 
fact that only a few years later Mao definitely solved the Opium Problem 
for China like no one had before. 

Through Ch’en, the Taiwanese propaganda makes of this: as self-styled 
‘most fervent champion of Chinese national interests’, the CCP ‘loudly 
condemned the western powers for their opium trade’ and now it con-
tributed itself to ‘this infamous trade’. This nationalist Taiwanese accusa-
tion is clear, and the profit one supposedly gained from it must be obvious 
in circles of people uninformed about the nationalist’s backgrounds. we 
may be happy, anyway, that now also this side acknowledges that it con-
cerns ‘an infamous trade’. 

Accusations published in scientific publications have to be measured 
against scientific and not political criteria. Is that possible in this case? I 
am very glad that yung-fa Ch’en confesses immediately after his accusa-
tion:

... I should emphasize that the statistical evidence used is far from precise. 
That evidence is drawn primarily from a documentary study ... published 
in the political atmosphere of post-Mao liberalization. I have no way of 
checking the accuracy of these materials. But from my own experience in 
handling original party documents collected by the nationalist intelligence 

143 Also in an earlier CCP and Mao period (1930s), the rather easy exploitable opium 
was a logical source in case of financial difficulties, and the Communists had only a few 
small sources of money except the opium business. See F. wakeman (1995), p. 139, 140. S. 
Shuyun, on numerous places, describes how during the Long March the Red Army or parts 
of it had to rely on opium (eventually dissolved in water) as medicine for the soldiers or 
looted stocks of opium in the settlements they arrived at. Shuyun, therefore, could write 
that opium ‘was one thing that the Red Army was never short of’ (p. 103). Still, this is some-
thing very different from a regular involvement in growing poppy, producing opium or its 
derivatives heroin and morphine, or trading-smuggling these products with the help of 
gangsters like the nationalists and all other warlords were doing.  
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apparatus, I have no reason to doubt the authenticity of these Communist-
compiled documents ... held in libraries on Taiwan.144

In addition to this, the author apologizes for ‘carelessness by transcribers’, 
‘numerical contradictions’, etc. and still all this ‘casts no serious doubts on 
my sketch ...[and] ... my conclusions with respect to the importance of the 
opium trade’! Later on he, for instance, mentions ‘obvious errors that I 
cannot explain’ or refers to ‘only the fragmentary materials noted above’, 
etc.145 

Last but not least, this article copies and is therefore based on only one 
intelligence report produced 40 years later than the events they describe. 
It is quite paradoxical that Ch’en’s statistical adventure is based on an 
intelligence report of the Taiwanese secret service led by Dai Li (1897-
1946). his office was called the Bureau of Investigation and Statistics while 
Dai Li himself was for some ‘China’s himmler’ and for Jonathan Spence, 
anyway, ‘Chiang’s Monster’.146 This is hardly worthy of a scholar. 

And it is clearly not the judgment of China watchers like Tony Saich 
when he accepted yung-fa Ch’en’s intelligence report as a scholarly con-
tribution to his reader. It is also serious that recent publications not only 
copied Ch’en’s results but uncritically used and even exaggerated them in 
the framework of anti-Mao or anti-Chinese publications like Fenby’s his-
tory or Chang-halliday’s and Taylor’s biographies.147 

Let’s take a look in, for instance, the Mao biography by Chang and 
halliday. They wrote a chapter entitled ‘Revolutionary Opium war (1937-
45)’. It starts with remarks about a grain tax Mao imposed on the yenan 
peasants and the salt potentials of the area which were neglected. no 
sources are given for either item. The chapter continues with:

The German invasion of Russia in June 1941 made Mao look round for an 
alternative source of funding in case Moscow was unable to continue its 

144 C. yung-fa, p. 264.
145 Idem, p. 290 and 294 note 2.
146 J. Spence (2004), p. 29 ff.
147 J. Fenby, p. 308 ff. used Chen yung-fa’s product and called it a ‘groundbreaking 

study’ without mentioning the Taiwanese secret service source, let alone McCoy’s devas-
tating criticism of that secret service or the provisos yung-fa made himself. J. Taylor, p. 242 
also simple adopted the KMT report, symptomatic of his one-sided portrait of Chiang Kai-
shek. even an excellent study like C. Trocki (1999a), p. 134 produces strange information 
about opium production and export in Shandong (Shantung) from 1927-1952 under CCP 
leadership. This northeastern coastal province was a classical area of “famous” warlords 
(Zhang Zongchang, han Fuju) from 1924 until 1937 when Japan took over full power until 
its surrender in 1945, after which the KMT-Red Army fought severely until 1949. no, there 
was no peaceful year to grow poppies in this region for the arch-enemy of the occupiers!
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subsidy. The answer was opium. within a matter of weeks, yenan bought 
in large quantities of opium seeds. In 1942, extensive opium-growing and 
trading began. To a small circle, Mao dubbed his operation ‘the Revolution-
ary Opium war.148

The information came from ‘Mao’s old assistant, Shi Zhe’ who also said 
about growing opium: ‘It did happen ... If this thing gets known, it’s going 
to be very bad for us Communists.’ 

That is the propaganda message, which presupposes that Chang and 
halliday also think of opium as ‘an infamous trade’. That is, again, the only 
positive remark. If the authors had written what Sun Shuyun quoted in 
extension from an official source (Second Army History Committee, 1991) 
about the role of opium in some parts of the Red Army during the famous 
Long March, nothing could have been ‘going very bad for Communists’.149 
The authors also refer to a ‘carefully researched study’ from ‘that year’ 
which put the opium growing area at 30,000 acres, the credentials of 
which are given above. yung-fa Ch’en states that Mao made his alleged 
opium decision under the influence of the nationalist and Japanese 
attacks; the ‘German invasion of Russia’ had, therefore, nothing to do with 
it, but “sounds better”. It is, furthermore, very difficult to find some infor-
mation about the informant Shi Zhe. I agree that this ‘old assistant’ is 
much more sympathetic than information of the ‘Assistant of Dai Li, 
Chiang’s Monster’.150

148 J. Chang, J. halliday, p. 337. “yenan” is another name for yan’an in the central north 
province of Shaanxi.

149 S. Shuyun, p. 103 and note 9 chapter 5, p. 290.
150 whether now the Opium Problem was solved in China must be taken with some 

grains of salt. what was left was apparently a heroin problem and a related hIV/AIDS 
problem. Of course, it must have been a small problem compared with the many millions 
of opium addicts from before 1950. During a stay in September 2002 at a conference orga-
nized by the world health Organization/Beijing Institute of Mental health, David Smith 
heard about ‘an escalating heroin problem in China ... and because of frequent needle 
sharing there is a dramatic escalation of hIV/AIDS’. See www.drdave.org/Articles/csam-
win04.htm.
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